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Abstract
Preparing students for service in social work requires investment in students, both
professionally and personally, to ensure that they are ready to meet the demands of practicing
social work in complex and challenging times. This banded dissertation examined what social
work students need from social work higher education programs beyond the competencies in the
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (CSWE, 2015) to be prepared to carry out the
mission of social work. It focused on preparing students in the areas of culture, climate, and
content: to meet the social service needs of marginalized and oppressed cultural communities; to
practice in a conflictual and complex social climate; and to gain the knowledge needed to
address the real issues of clients. The first product is a conceptual paper focusing on culture and
what Native American students have identified they need to be successful in higher education.
The second product is a research study using both a scholarly personal narrative and a thematic
systematic review to identify the personal character traits in social workers that empower clients.
The final product is a teaching note with activities that teach baccalaureate students how to
incorporate the elements of healing and resiliency into work with clients recovering from trauma.
These three products suggest ways in which social work programs can enhance student learning
to prepare students to be agents of healing and inspiration through the mission of social work in a
changing social climate.
Keywords: social work, character traits, trauma recovery, cultural communities, healing,
resiliency
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Agents of Healing and Inspiration: Preparing Students for Service in Social Work
Preparing students to carry out the mission of social work requires much more than the
distribution of social work knowledge in classrooms. It requires social work education programs
to invest in students, both professionally and personally, to ensure that they will be ready to meet
the demands of practicing social work in complex and challenging times. Through this banded
dissertation, the author examined what social work students need from social work programs
beyond the competencies and practice behaviors outlined in the Educational Policy and
Accreditation Standards (Council on Social Work Education, 2015) to be prepared for service in
social work. This banded dissertation focused on culture, climate, and content: preparing
students to meet the social service needs of marginalized and oppressed cultural communities;
preparing students for social work practice in a complex and conflictual social climate; and
preparing students with the specific knowledge and content to address the real issues of the
people they will serve.
Meeting the Needs of Cultural Communities
Many students of color enter social work education programs with the goal of serving
their own cultural communities after achieving their degrees (Birdhat, 2017; Cross et al., 2013;
Juntunen et al., 2001; Juntunen & Cline, 2010). To be effective, social work interventions, as
well as social work education, must be constructed and delivered from a cultural base that
resonates with the population being served (Leduc, 2018; Faith, 2016). Jeyapal (2017) states
“practice is not just about the spread of social work around the world but requires the
development and implementations of practices that are locally and culturally relevant to
communities” (p. 50). As a part of this dissertation, the author explored the preparation of
students for work in cultural communities and assessed how social work education programs can
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equip students with knowledge and skills that resonate with the actual social service needs of
those communities. Although students are educated in the concepts of cultural consciousness and
cultural awareness, students are not typically taught the knowledge and skills necessary to carry
out the mission of social work within cultural communities. This presents a problem for students
who wish to return to their own cultural communities to practice social work and may dissuade
some students from choosing social work as a viable career choice. One aspect of this
dissertation focused on the recruitment of Native American students into the profession of social
work. The unreconciled harmful history between the profession of social work and Native
American communities was examined as a barrier that may be preventing Native American
students from choosing social work as a profession. Social workers working with the U.S.
Government participated in the removal of Native American children from their families and
communities in the 19th century forcing assimilation on Native American people (Yellow Horse
Brave Heart, 1999; Shield, 2004; Haight et al., 2019; Smalling, 2012; Faith, 2016; Tovar et al.,
2020). A culture of mistrust between Native Americans and social work, including social work
education, originated from these actions, and continues today (Haight et al., 2019; Smalling,
2012).
This dissertation examined how social work education programs can play a role in
reconciling past injustices carried out by social work against cultural communities to prepare a
way for culturally conscious social work practice of the future, and to encourage students of
color to enter social work education programs. It examined what Native American students need
to be successful in higher education programs and how social work programs can help them feel
welcomed, while acknowledging that students of color often face systemic racism in higher
education settings.
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Practicing Social Work in a Complex Societal Climate
In considering how to prepare students for carrying out the mission of social work, it is
important for social work education programs to consider the broad societal challenges that
affect individuals and communities. The societal climate in which students will practice is filled
with challenges that disproportionally affect marginalized and oppressed communities. The
American Academy of Social Work and Social Welfare (AASWSW) has identified the 12 Grand
Challenges for Social Work to be: 1) inadequate access to health care associated with living in
poverty, discrimination, and dangerous environments; 2) culturally appropriate treatment for
mental health, emotional health, and behavioral health; 3) family and domestic violence,
including abuse of children and vulnerable adults; 4) the health and well-being of older people;
5) homelessness; 6) the social isolation of marginalized people, older people, people with
disabilities, the mentally ill and addicted; 7) climate and environmental change,
disproportionately affecting people living in poverty; 8) technology availability for all; 9) equal
opportunity and justice; 10) racism; 11) economic inequality; and 12) smarter incarceration
(Uehara et al., 2014).
In addition to these challenges, hate crimes have been rising steadily since 2015 in the
U.S. (FBI, 2016), including crimes against Muslims, Black Americans, immigrants, and lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender individuals (Bent-Goodley, 2017). Many people of color and other
marginalized populations face financial insecurity, lack affordable health care and nutrition, and
perpetually fear the loss of housing (Williams, 2018; Santiago & Ivery, 2020; Bonilla-Silva,
2018; Corley & Young, 2018). People of color and immigrants disproportionately experience
police violence (Santiago & Ivery, 2020; Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Watson et al., 2020; Nordberg &
Meshesha, 2019). Taking away health care coverage from people in poverty continues to be on
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the political agenda of some (Watson et al., 2020) and voter suppression efforts threaten to
silence a great portion of the population (Santiago & Ivery, 2020; Bonilla-Silva, 2018).
Although students are currently taught to recognize social justice issues and equity
disparities, students cannot always see an active role for themselves in addressing these issues
and are unprepared with the knowledge and skills to take action against injustices. Allen-Meares
and Burman (1995) found “a discomforting silence from the social work community” in
addressing oppression and racism in their early study (p. 271), while Corley and Young (2018)
and Jeyapal (2016) find that same silence continuing in modern days. Corley and Young
acknowledge that although social workers and social work students are more aware of the
concepts of cultural competence and cultural humility, social work has not actually found a way
to teach and mobilize social workers and students to confront “power dynamics and structural
inequities” to make change (Corley & Young, 2018, p. 318).
Many social work students and their families themselves endure marginalization and
oppression, and face many of the challenges mentioned, even as they work toward achieving
degrees to professionally help others. Many face racism and discrimination, and will continue to
do so, even after achieving their degrees in social work. This dissertation explored how social
work higher education programs can prepare and fortify students who are facing these deep
societal problems in their own lives, while preparing them to carry out the mission of social work
to help clients who are facing these societal challenges, as well.
Gaining Specific Knowledge and Content to Meet Client Needs
Although social work education programs provide students the competencies and
knowledge to meet the general social service needs of individuals and communities, some issues
require a deeper knowledge and skill base to assist clients in overcoming complex conditions and
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circumstances. This banded dissertation examined the complexities of clients’ needs to determine
the content areas in which social work students need additional knowledge and skills to address
client needs. With one in six adults having experienced trauma as a result of four or more
adverse childhood experiences (CDC, 2019), students will need to know how to implement
interventions in the areas of trauma, trauma recovery, and resiliency to help clients heal. With an
estimated 50% of all Americans being diagnosed with a mental health issue in their lifetime, and
with those having a serious mental illness dying 25 years younger than those without a mental
illness (CDC, 2021), students will need to have knowledge and skills in mental health disorders
and treatments. With chronic alcoholics dying 29 years younger than those without alcohol
addiction (CDC, 2021), and opioid and methamphetamine overdose deaths rising (NIDA, 2021),
students will need to know how to effectively work with clients who suffer from addictions.
Students will also need to understand the importance of culturally infused interventions and
aspects of healing for the forementioned illnesses. In addition, students will need to be taught
action-based advocacy skills to address social injustices and be well versed in political matters to
affect change for marginalized and oppressed communities.
While considering the specific knowledge and skills that students will need to work with
clients who have complex social service needs, social work education programs should also
acknowledge that many students themselves are recovering from trauma and suffer from mental
health issues and addiction. In one study, social work students were found to have more adverse
childhood experiences than students from other disciplines (Branson et al., 2019). In addition, 50
% of students in social work education programs have been diagnosed with depression, and 40%
have been diagnosed with moderate to severe anxiety (Holley et al., 2020; Vungkanching et al.,
2016; Straussner et al., 2018). This dissertation examined how social work education programs
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can support students in their recovery efforts, while simultaneously providing training for them
to carry out the mission of social work with clients with complex needs.
Conceptual Framework
To understand student learning needs in the areas of culture, climate, and content, and
prepare them for service in social work, Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) and Cultural
Consciousness provided the theoretical and conceptual foundation to inform this dissertation.
RCT is a theory that was originally created by Judith V. Jordan (2017) and colleagues to
understand the experiences of marginalized women who were struggling to be heard. RCT,
however, grew to provide a theoretical base for contributing to the recovery of anyone who has
been oppressed and silenced by greater society (Jordan, 2017). RCT focuses on ways in which
people regain lost power through connecting with others. This theory proposes that
connectedness is not only necessary for well-being and empowerment, but for survival. As
Jordan (2017) states, “courage, confidence, and a sense of strength grow in connection” (p. 231).
Jordan says that connection with others creates a space of healing for people and “a path out of
immobilizing and self-blaming isolation” (p. 242). As Jordan explains, when people are isolated
and absent of hope, they feel a sense of shame, unworthiness, and despair. To move past this
sense of despair, people must have someone who empathetically views them as worthy and
capable, and who believes in their capacity to do better (Jordan, 2001). As professional helpers,
social workers can play this empathetic and empowering role for clients to help them regain
power and belief in themselves. Preparing social work students to enter the field of social work
with a mission of both healing and inspiring clients will not only strengthen those who have been
disempowered but will also provide healing and inspiration to the students themselves and their
own cultural communities. Using the RCT principles of regaining power through connectedness,
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and promoting healing through the reduction of isolation, Jordan (2001) proposes that the
following outcomes can be expected in clients (and communities): 1) an increase in energy and
vitality; 2) an increase in empowerment; 3) an ability to see things from a larger perspective; 4)
an increase in self-worth and confidence; and 5) an increased desire for more connection with
others. These benefits will also extend to the students who deliver them.
Cultural Consciousness, as presented by Azzopardi and McNeill (2016), is a conceptual
framework that calls for critical reflection of the power differentials between the field of social
work and the communities it serves. It focuses on how this power affects practice with
communities of color, how clients are viewed, and how solutions are found for problems. It
acknowledges the multifaceted histories of cultures and recognizes discrimination and inequality
as social injustices. In this banded dissertation, Cultural Consciousness provides a foundation for
understanding the varying cultural histories of students and how student’s past experiences will
influence what they need from social work education programs to be successful. It also provides
a base for considering the history between social work and communities of color, understanding
the need for reconciliation, and how social work students can be trained to be a part of these
efforts. Combined, RCT and Cultural Consciousness provide a framework for preparing social
work students to be active participants in helping oppressed people and communities recover lost
power and inspire hope for the future.
Summary of Banded Dissertation Products
This banded dissertation consists of three distinct products which correspond to preparing
social work students for carrying out the mission of social work in a complex and problem
saturated society. The first product is a conceptual paper that listens to the voices of Native
American students as they articulate through research what they need to be successful in higher
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education programs. Understanding that students cannot be thought of separately from their
cultural communities, social work education programs are encouraged to form partnerships with
Native American communities in the education of social work students to ensure that the social
work interventions that are taught are culturally informed and will meet the needs of the
communities. To form successful partnerships, assimilative social work practices of the 1800’s
that sought to destroy Native American culture through separating children from their families
and communities must be acknowledged and reconciled. A redemptive form of social work is
introduced, in which Native American communities are asked to redefine social work into a
practice that is helpful and culturally relevant to their communities. Suggestions for repairing
past relationships and offering social work education that is relevant to Native American needs
are proposed, with hopes that social work and social work education based on Native American
values will attract more Native Americans to the profession of social work. A social work
education model based on partnership with Native American communities is offered in this
conceptual paper.
The second product in this banded dissertation is a research study that combines two
distinct research methods to answer the question: what are the personal character traits in social
workers that empower clients and lead to successful outcomes? Using a scholarly personal
narrative, the author revisited her own family’s struggles with hunger when she was a child to
examine the personal character traits of the people who helped her family survive and be
empowered. Beyond the food that was provided and beneath the grace that was extended, the
author identified the character traits and values of her family’s helpers. Next, using a thematic
systematic review, she searched the literature for accountings of other clients who were inspired
and empowered by their social workers in times of need. Finally, the author compared the
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findings from her personal experiences with the findings from other clients to arrive at an answer
to the research question. The personal character traits of social workers who empower clients and
lead to successful outcomes are: a) social workers who demonstrate respect/acceptance for
clients; b) who relate to clients human to human; c) who are empowering and invested in the
success of their clients; and d) who bring these things in a spirit of kindness and compassion.
Combining personal experience with the experiences of others, this study affirms the need for
social workers to build empowering relationships with their clients based in humanity for
successful client outcomes. Incorporating personal development into social work curriculum was
proposed to assist social work students in building character traits that will not only empower
clients, but strengthen students themselves.
The final product in this banded dissertation is a teaching note that describes a series of
activities that teach baccalaureate students in a field seminar course about the elements of
healing and resiliency that assist people in recovering from trauma. Through activities that join
students’ personal experiences with the experiences of people across cultures and time, students
use research, analysis, group processing, critical thinking, application, and reflection to learn
about common remedies that help people recover from traumatic events. Through a guided
process of discovery, students find the following to be common elements of healing: a)
spirituality/belief in a higher power; b) values and rituals of culture; c) family support; d)
community support; e) fellowship with others who have experienced similar trauma; and f)
providing support and help to others, even while experiencing hurt themselves (Bagilishya, 2000;
Day et al., 2017; Doohan & Saveman, 2014; Liu & Mishna, 2014; Ruch & Woodley, 2015; Tan,
2006; Zeenatkhanu et al., n.d.). Using what they have learned, students create an assessment tool
to measure for the presence of the elements of healing in the lives of the clients they are serving
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in their field placements. They then assist clients in incorporating the elements of healing, which
are also elements of resiliency, into their lives. Finally, students incorporate the elements of
healing and resiliency into their own self-care plans to help them stay strong while serving
others. A final reflection paper is written by students to consider ways in which they can
incorporate the elements of healing into future practice.
Discussion
Through this banded dissertation, the author examined what social work students need
from social work education programs to be prepared to carry out the mission of social work in a
complex society beyond the competencies and practice behaviors outlined in the Educational
Policy and Accreditation Standards (Council on Social Work Education, 2015). Through
listening to students’ and clients’ voices in the literature and through research, the author
concluded that social work higher education programs can prepare students to carry out the
mission of social work through enhanced academic preparation in specific content areas, as well
as investing in the personal development of students. An overview of suggested enhancements to
social work education programs follows, in the areas of culture, climate, and content.
Preparing Students to Meet the Needs of Their Cultural Communities
In exploring how to prepare students to meet the social service needs of marginalized and
oppressed cultural communities, the author was enlightened by the voices of Native American
students as depicted in the literature. The author was reminded of the importance of strong
relationships between higher education programs, and the cultural communities of students, if
students are to be successful. As students educationally prepare to serve their own communities
through professional practice, they cannot be thought of separately from their communities and
will not feel fully welcomed into higher education programs without higher education programs
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respecting and honoring the communities from which they come. This includes receiving
instruction with academic content that is culturally relevant and useful to their cultural
communities. Attracting more students of color to the profession of social work may require
social work higher education programs to be a part of reconciling past injustices done to cultural
communities by the profession of social work. Through engaging cultural communities in the
reconceptualization of a helpful version of social work, in contrast to harmful social work
practices of the past, social work education programs can educate students accordingly for work
with those communities. Involving the communities themselves in constructing curriculum that
serves the actual needs of communities is essential to meet the educational needs of students of
color who wish to serve their communities upon receiving their professional degrees. In addition,
social work education programs should acknowledge the racism and discrimination that students
of color face and be prepared to address structural racism within higher education programs.
Social work education programs should also assist students with personal development and
building the skills of resiliency. To be resilient to racism and discrimination, students who rely
heavily on their cultural heritage and traditions to strengthen their cultural identities are the most
successful (Rodriguez & Mallinckrodt, 2018). Social work education that is based on culture,
that is relevant to the communities it will serve, and placed in geographical locations that allow
students to remain a part of their cultural communities is ideal for students. Cultural communities
are best served by members of their own communities who are well versed in culturally specific
and responsive social work. Continuing to recruit students of color to the profession of social
work will be crucial for the well-being of cultural communities.
Preparing Students for The Climate of Community Practice
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This banded dissertation also examined how to prepare students for carrying out the
mission of social work in a complex and conflictual society. Since the inception of this banded
dissertation, the social climate in the U.S. has become even more complex, with a deepening of
the severity of issues that marginalized and oppressed communities face. The U.S. has grown
increasingly divided politically, economically, and socially, as the world rages with the COVID19 health pandemic. Tensions between people of differing political ideals have risen. Hate
crimes and acts of violence have increased, violence within the White supremacy movement has
surged (Embrick & Moore, 2020) and questions about whose lives really matter are publicly
debated with no apparent winners. Health disparities have intensified with more people of color
dying from the pandemic than other populations (Embrick & Moore, 2020). COVID-19 has
intensified the “threats of health inequity, economic insecurity, environmental justice, and
collective trauma” to marginalized and oppressed communities (Watson et al., 2020).
Students have not been exempted from the effects of the pandemic, and they, too, have
experienced intensified social problems, the trauma of losing loved ones to the disease, and
having their educations compromised by remote learning. Many students have contracted
COVID-19 themselves, along with the worries of recovery and the uncertain long-term effects of
the disease. Carrying out the mission of social work in this social climate in the U.S. was not an
easy task prior to the pandemic, and most certainly will be increasingly difficult as individuals
and communities navigate society post-pandemic. Students will need to be prepared by their
education programs to carry out the mission of social work under uncertain and sometimes
dangerous circumstances. To prepare students for service in social work, social work education
programs should concentrate efforts in helping students prepare strategies in resiliency and selfcare to avoid burn out (Branson et al., 2019; Nurius et al., 2016; Shannon et al., 2014: Straussner
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et al., 2018; Newcomb et al., 2017). Social work education programs should also invest in
students’ personal development, helping them build character strengths to provide a solid
foundation for themselves in future practice, as well as inform their work with future clients.
Embedding personal character building and resiliency into the core social work curriculum will
be important to prepare students for carrying out the mission of social work in today’s volatile
social climate.
Preparing Students with Specific Knowledge and Content to Meet Client Needs
In considering how to prepare students to meet the complex and layered needs of social
service clients, this banded dissertation identified three specific content areas in which students
should receive concentrated learning and development. These content areas are a) trauma
recovery (including mental health and addiction); b) personal development of character strengths
and resiliency; and c) social justice advocacy and action. In addition, a comprehensive approach
to providing this learning across the curriculum is suggested to prepare students to practice with
efficacy with clients with complex social service needs.
Trauma Recovery
In addition to the intensified societal stresses that COVID-19 has placed on marginalized
and oppressed communities, the numbers of people experiencing mental health issues, addiction,
and domestic violence have risen. Pfefferbaum and North (2020) note that the pandemic has
caused surges in insecurity, fear, and emotional isolation, and they predict that post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) will be a prevalent diagnosis for people post-pandemic. People have
experienced significant traumatic losses from the pandemic, including the death of family
members to the pandemic, without the ability to grieve together through ceremony and ritual.
Many have lost jobs, financial viability, and housing. Children have lost opportunities within
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school settings to socialize and be supported educationally. Health care providers, who have
been at the forefront of the pandemic are at high risk for PTSD and will require assistance in
recovery post pandemic (Pfefferbaum & North, 2020). Social work students should be prepared
to serve clients with these complex needs through gaining specific knowledge in trauma, mental
health issues, and addictions, as well as interventions for healing in these areas (CDC, 2017).
Skills in resource connection and case management should be emphasized in social work
practice courses. Students can also be taught to incorporate the elements of healing and
resiliency into their work with all clients, as an evidence-based way to help people heal from
trauma and adversity. Helping clients connect with their faith and spirituality; cultural beliefs and
traditions; community support; family support; and fellowship with others who have experienced
trauma can help them build resiliency and recover from trauma, post-pandemic.
Personal Development of Character Strengths and Resiliency
Through this banded dissertation, the author studied the personal character traits in social
workers that empower clients and inspire them for the future. Through showing respect and
acceptance for clients, building genuine and authentic relationships, being truly invested in
clients’ success, and treating clients with kindness and compassion, social workers can have a
life-long positive impact on the lives of clients. When preparing students for carrying out the
mission of social work, social work education programs should help students develop personal
character strengths and relational skills that will aid in client recovery and empowerment.
Through incorporating personal development strategies throughout the social work curriculum,
social work programs can help to strengthen students as they develop their personal and
professional identities. Students, too, are in the process of recovering from the effects of the
pandemic, as well as from their own traumatic past experiences, and are in various stages of
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recovery. They have come from a variety of circumstances and backgrounds. Some have grown
up in foster care, some have grown up in refugee camps. A few have grown up wanting for
nothing, many more have grown up having nothing. Students are often drawn to the profession
of social work because of their own negative life experiences (Goldberg et al., 2015; Daniel,
2011). They enter the profession to help others avoid what they themselves have experienced, as
well as to contribute to their own healing through the process of helping others (Tassie, 2015;
Branson et al., 2019).
It is important that social work higher education programs acknowledge the past
traumatic experiences of social work students and provide support for them to continue their
recovery while being educated to become professional social workers. Incorporating resiliency
skill building throughout the core curriculum will not only support students in building up their
own resiliency but will teach them skills to use in helping clients build resiliency, as well.
Social Justice Advocacy and Action
To take an active stance in addressing social injustice, students should be educationally
prepared to address these injustices in meaningful ways. Students can play important roles in
“amplifying voices that are or at risk of being silenced” (Bussey, 2020, p. 200). Much of this
work can be accomplished through joining with cultural communities and learning what they
need from social work. Haynes and White (1999) state “social work needs to build real, not
artificial, bridges to communities … many of the communities we serve have lost hope in the
future” (p. 389). Santiago and Ivery (2020) propose that to empower communities, their voices
must be heard, and they must be included in building viable solutions to address problems
(McLeod et al., 2016). Edmonds-Cady and Wingfield (2017) add that social work approaches not
built from a community’s perspective cannot fully address the real issues that the community
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faces. Social work higher education programs should prepare students for this work through
offering instruction in community organizing and community practice across the social work
core curriculum, and by learning about blending micro practice and macro practice in resourceful
ways. By incorporating action strategies in multiple courses, students can be taught to envision a
role for themselves in taking action against social injustice through any career path they choose
within social work.
Implications for Social Work Education
This banded dissertation examined what social work students need from social work
programs beyond the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (CSWE, 2015) to be
prepared for service in social work, focusing on culture, climate, and content. To help students
be prepared to meet the social service needs of marginalized and oppressed cultural
communities, social work higher education programs should join with cultural communities to
identify what they need from the profession of social work, and plan curriculum to educate
students to meet these needs. Forming partnerships with marginalized and oppressed
communities can assist in reconciling past injustices with communities that have been harmed by
the profession of social work in the past and prepare students for practice in those communities.
These partnerships can enhance the recruitment of students of color to the profession of social
work, resulting in communities of color being served by social workers who understand the
cultural complexities and needs of their communities.
To help students be prepared to practice social work in a complex and conflictual social
climate, social work higher education programs should acknowledge that many students are in
their own processes of recovery from past trauma, mental illness, and addiction. Social work
education programs can invest in students’ recovery by assisting them in the development of
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character strengths and building resiliency through incorporating personal development activities
and assignments throughout the curriculum.
To prepare students for practicing social work with complex clients, social work higher
education programs should enhance student learning in the areas of trauma recovery, mental
health, and addiction, by incorporating learning throughout the curriculum on these topics. This
will not only prepare students to meet clients’ needs but also support their own trauma recovery
and stabilization in these areas. Social work education programs should also enhance learning
around resiliency building to benefit clients and students. Lastly, social work education programs
should incorporate action-based advocacy knowledge and skills throughout the curriculum, to
prepare students to actively work for social justice and enhance the voices of marginalized and
oppressed communities. Social work educators can also be agents of healing and inspiration,
through building strong relationships with students that demonstrate respect, value, and
acceptance, modeling the values that we hope to see in students (hooks, 1994).
Implications for Future Research
Developing and implementing character development activities into formalized social
work curriculum should be explored and evaluated. Research involving social work students who
have experienced traumatic pasts would inform social work education programs how to be
supportive in their recovery, while supporting the completion of their social work degrees. In
addition, gathering information from marginalized communities about what they need from the
profession of social work would be beneficial in building partnerships between cultural
communities and social work higher education programs and used to inform curriculum
enhancement. All research that is conducted should include and amplify the perspectives and
voices of students, clients, and cultural communities.
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Conclusion
According to the NASW Code of Ethics (2017), the mission of social work is to “enhance
human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people, with particular attention to
the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty” (p.
1), focusing on both individual well-being and societal well-being. This is not easily done in
today’s volatile social and political climate and will require social work students to have great
courage and resiliency when entering the field to carry out the mission of social work. COVID19 has left many individuals and communities broken and traumatized, and marginalized and
oppressed communities have suffered the most.
Bent-Goodley (2017) says that the social work profession must be anchored in hope,
while being ready to act to promote social change. Social work will need to take an active stance
in helping people meet the many challenges ahead, and social work higher education programs
will need to prepare students to be a part of the mission of healing and providing inspiration.
Many clients will need assistance in building resiliency and many more will need to be inspired
with hope for the future in the coming days and years. Through providing enhanced knowledge
and skills necessary to practice social work, strengthening students’ resiliency, and fostering
their character strengths, social work higher education programs can prepare students for service
in social work, inspiring hope and success for themselves, as well as their clients.
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Abstract
Native American communities face overwhelming social problems and health disparities that are
proving fatal for individuals within the population. Creating social work interventions that are
based in culture and delivered with an understanding of cultural trauma and racism are needed.
Although these interventions would be best created and administered by Native American social
workers who understand the culture and trauma well, few Native American individuals are
choosing the profession of social work as a career option. This conceptual paper explores the
historical assimilation and colonization carried out by social workers in the 19 th century, leaving
a culture of mistrust between social work and Native American people that may be contributing
to the hesitancy of Native American individuals to enter the field of social work. This paper
suggests that respectful partnerships between social work education programs and Native
American communities may encourage Native American individuals to choose social work as a
profession. Listening to the voices of Native American students, this paper proposes a model for
social work higher education programs that are built with respect for Native American people
and their culture, and that include positive relationships between a student’s academic and
cultural communities. The goal of this model is to reconcile injustices of the past and forge
working relationships between the profession of social work and Native Americans in the
present. Through achieving these goals, more Native American students may choose social work
as a profession, resulting in more culturally appropriate social work interventions becoming
available to Native American communities.
Keywords: Native American, social work education, tribal partnership, reconciliation,
decolonization
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Responding to the Voices of Native American Students:
Reconceptualizing Social Work Education in Partnership with Native American
Communities
The overwhelming social problems and health disparities in Native American
communities are proving fatal for individuals within the population. Native American
communities are losing lives to drug and alcohol abuse, poverty, health concerns, and suicide
(Indian Health Service, 2019). Most social work interventions offered from European
perspectives are not based in culture and are ineffective. Native American communities need
social work interventions that are based on Native American beliefs and values (Shield, 2004). In
addition, culturally based services would best be delivered by social workers who understand
cultural trauma and the needs of Native American communities. Native American social workers
are the best catalysts to serve Native American communities, as they have lived experiences in
cultural trauma, and have experienced racism first-hand (Fish & Syed, 2018; Heitkamp et al.,
2015). Yet, few Native Americans are choosing social work as a profession, and those who do
have difficulties completing higher education programs (Brayboy et al., 2015; Patterson &
Butler-Barnes, 2015).
This conceptual paper argues the need for a deeper understanding of the barriers that may
prevent Native American students from choosing social work as a viable career choice,
beginning with the assimilative history between the profession of social work and Native
American people that has not been properly addressed and reconciled. This paper also examines
the difficulties that Native American students face in primarily white higher education
institutions, including separation from their cultural community while attending college, and at
times, entering an educational system that is less than welcoming to Native American students.
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Listening to the voices of Native American students as heard through the literature, key elements
are identified that are necessary to their success in higher education. From this information, a
social work higher education program framework is proposed that addresses both the
unreconciled past between Native Americans and the profession of social work, and the current
barriers to higher education for Native American students. Attention to these key issues may
assist in attracting and retaining Native American students to social work higher education
programs.
Through the Lens of Cultural Consciousness
Cultural Consciousness, as presented by Azzopardi and McNeill (2016), is a conceptual
framework that calls for critical reflection of the continuum of power within the field of social
work. It examines how power affects practice with communities of color, how clients are
viewed, and how solutions are found for problems. It acknowledges the culturally specific
historical, social, political, and economic statuses of people and recognizes discrimination and
inequality as social injustices. It is a postmodern approach to social work, shifting power away
from the social worker as expert, to the social worker and client learning from one another for
the common purpose of problem solving. In this framework, cultural humility stands at the base
of relationships, with social workers approaching clients with respect, humility, and genuine
curiosity about their world views.
In this conceptual paper, the Cultural Consciousness framework is used to examine the
power differential between the profession of social work and the Native American communities
it wishes to serve. It considers the importance of considering how past relationships between
social work and Native American people impact present service delivery to Native American
communities, as well as the perceptions of Native American students, as they consider social
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work a career option. Cultural Consciousness also provides the foundation for a proposed social
work higher education program that supports the needs of Native American students in both
content and delivery.
Literature Review
Social Problems and Disparities in Native American Communities
Native American people face serious social, psychological, and physical health problems
that are proving fatal for many within the population (Tovar et al., 2020; Roubideaux, 2005;
Bubar, 2009). The life expectancy of Native Americans born today is 5.5 years less that all other
races in the United States (Indian Health Service, 2019). High rates of poverty, unemployment,
and lack of opportunity are common in Native American communities, as well as poor social
conditions (Indian Health Service, 2019; Bubar, 2009; Shield, 2004). Native Americans are twice
as likely as Caucasians to die of homicide and twice as likely to be victims of crimes (Indian
Health Service, 2019; Bubar, 2009). There are high rates of domestic violence, and unintentional
injury is the leading cause of death for those between the ages of 1 and 44 years (Indian Health
Service, 2018; Indian Health Service, 2015).
Although the U.S. Government has an obligation through treaties established in the
1800’s to provide primary health care and public health services to Native American people, the
Indian Health Service is under-funded, under-staffed and fails to meet the health needs of the
Native American people (Roubideaux, 2005; Chino & DeBruyn, 2006). Cancer and diabetes are
common among Native Americans (Roubideaux, 2005), as well as infant mortality (Indian
Health Service, 2019). Higher than average rates of drug abuse and alcoholism are found among
Native American people, and Native American deaths from liver disease, linked to alcohol
abuse, is nearly 5 times as high as other races in the United States (Indian Health Service, 2019;
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Indian Health Service, 2015). Alcohol related deaths of Native Americans are nearly 7 times
higher than in the general U.S. population (Indian Health Service, 2019) and Native Americans
die from drug overdose nearly twice as often as other races within the U.S. (Indian Health
Service, 2018). In addition, Native Americans have the highest suicide rates of any population,
nearly twice as high as the U.S. average (Indian Health Service, 2019).
Many of these deeply rooted social problems and health disparities in Native American
communities are attributed to the arrival of European settlers in the 19 th century when
assimilative practices were used in attempts to eradicate the lives and spirits of Native
Americans. Native American people were stripped of their culture and language, and separated
from their families, leaving communities perpetually injured by these acts of genocide. In
response to these traumatic events, many Native Americans have experienced a wounding of
their cultural identities, which has emerged in the form of physical illnesses and mental health
problems (Shield, 2004; Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 1999).
The Need for Native American Social Workers
Social work interventions based on non-indigenous values and principles have not been
effective in addressing the social service needs within Native American communities. There is a
need for interventions designed by and delivered by Native Americans themselves who
understand the cultural, societal, and political factors involved in the wounds that Native
American people and communities carry (Tovar et al., 2020). Interventions should be based on
Native American beliefs and values, where connections to the earth are crucial to healing
(Shield, 2004). In addition, each Native American community has its’ own unique history of
trauma and genocide, resulting in problems that cannot be solved by generic social work
interventions (Leduc, 2018). To address these problems, culturally responsive trauma informed
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social services are needed. Services provided by Native American social workers, who have
experienced cultural trauma and racism first-hand, are more likely to be effective than services
provided by social workers who have not experienced these things. Native American social
workers are also needed to create social service programs that will realistically address the
unique needs of the communities in which they live (Tovar et al., 2020; Bubar, 2009).
In the past 40 years, the number of Native American students enrolled in higher
education has only risen by .1 percent (de Bray et al., 2019). Native American students continue
to be the least represented of all U.S. born cultures in higher education institutions (de Bray et
al., 2019). Specific to social work, the Council on Social Work Education reports that in 2017,
less than 1 percent of all students enrolled in baccalaureate social work higher education
programs across the U.S. were Native American (CSWE, 2018). To respond to the need for
culturally responsive social service interventions in Native American communities, social work
higher education programs will need to find ways to attract Native American students to the field
of social work. To do this, the reasons why students are not currently choosing social work as a
profession must be explored and understood.
Barriers to Choosing Social Work as a Profession: A Culture of Mistrust
Historical and Cultural Influences
A search of the literature offers explanations of why Native American students may not
be choosing social work as a career choice. Faith (2016) describes the history between the social
work profession and indigenous people to be full of misunderstanding, abuse, and trauma and
says “social work has been just one more form of oppressive, unwelcome outside government
intervention into Aboriginal communities” (p. 250). Between 1880 and 1930, social workers and
missionaries, at the direction of the U. S. Government, forced assimilation and colonization on
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Native American families who did not need or ask for intervention in their lives. With prejudice
and force, social workers participated in efforts to force European values upon Native American
children and interrupted indigenous ways of being, knowing, and educating, practices that would
today defy the NASW Code of Ethics (NASW, 2017; Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 1999; Shield,
2004; Haight et al., 2019; Smalling, 2012; Faith, 2016; Tovar et al., 2020). Children were taken
from their families and communities and placed in white homes and boarding schools in efforts
to dismantle Native American families, communities, and culture. Many Native American
children were subjected to physical and sexual abuse, starvation, and inhumane treatment
(Yellow Horse Brave Heart, 1999; Shield, 2004). As a result, 90% of Native American children
were forcibly involved in formalized European-based education (Shield, 2004). Children and
families were forever affected, causing deep wounds that still ache for justice today. Faith (2016)
says that it should not be surprising that modern social work, including social work education, is
considered by some to be a continuation of the assimilative practices that began in the 19 th
century, and an extension of colonialism, which Alfred (2004) describes as indigenous people
losing their freedom to be indigenous people. Some Native Americans continue to believe that
the social work profession was built by those who sought to colonize indigenous people and
therefore does not respect the cultural ways of life of indigenous people (Yellow Bird & Gray,
2016).
These events have created a deep culture of mistrust between Native Americans and
social work, including social work education that is offered in primarily white institutions
(Haight et al., 2019; Smalling, 2012). With both social work and formalized education being a
source of historical injury to Native American people, it is challenging to frame social work as a
viable career option for Native American students. The few Native American students who seek
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degrees in social work do so with the targeted mission of helping to alleviate the problems
present within their tribal communities (Birdhat, 2017; Cross et al., 2013). Juntunen et al. (2001),
and Juntunen and Cline (2010) found that career selection of Native Americans was connected to
the direct needs of their communities, with students seeing themselves as responsible and
collective members of tribal communities. Thompson et al. (2013), students report a sense of
obligation to family and community as motivation to succeed in higher education. In a
qualitative multiple case study, Guillory (2009) found that when Native American students are
involved in higher education, their commitments to their cultural community and families kept
them focused on earning their degrees, despite experiencing racial discrimination in higher
education settings.
Challenges of Native American Students in Higher Education: In Their Own Voices
An additional barrier to Native American students choosing social work as a profession,
are the difficulties faced when attending primarily white higher education institutions. Native
American students have struggled to complete higher education social work programs at all
education levels (Brayboy et al., 2015) and have the highest drop-out rates of any cultural group
(Patterson et al., 2015). Although most education institutions have attempted to amend their
campuses to make them more welcoming to Native American students, students continue to
report experiencing racism and discrimination on predominantly white college campuses, and
feeling marginalized and unwelcome (Weaver, 2000; Youngbull, 2018; Heavy Runner, 2009;
Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Cross et al., 2013). Universities are sometimes thought of as
‘unsafe ground’ for Native American students, with expected assimilation to the Eurocentric
culture, with individualistic values and measures of success (Alfred, 2004). In the literature,
Native American students have been forthcoming about what they need to be successful in
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completing higher education programs. Two common themes include higher education
institutions having respect for Native American people and culture, and positive relationships
between students’ academic communities and cultural home communities.
Respect for Native American People and Culture
Native American students express the need for higher education institutions to respect
and value Native American people and their culture (Larimore & McClellan, 2005). They need
to feel a sense of belonging, which leads to them being more likely to stay engaged and complete
their educational program (Patterson et al., 2015). Students feel valued by their higher education
programs when they see Native American cultural content in their coursework, and an accurate
depiction of American history which is truthful about the historical trauma Native Americans
experienced at the hands of European settlers (Lipe, 2018).
Native American students report that the presence of Native American faculty and role
models are important to them and provide a level of support that non-Native American faculty
cannot (Guillory, 2009; Makomenaw, 2012; Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Lipe, 2018). Seeing
other students, faculty, staff, and leaders who look like them and who also represent their culture
is comforting and encouraging (Birdhat, 2017). Students report that Native American cultural
centers and multicultural groups alleviate feelings of social isolation when attending higher
educational settings away from their home communities (Guillory, 2009; Makomenaw, 2012;
Rodriguez & Mallinckrodt, 2018; Cross et al., 2013).
In contrast to primarily white higher education institutions, Native American students
report a sense of belonging when attending tribal colleges. Students say they feel safe and do not
feel discrimination or hostility from their environment when attending tribal colleges
(Makomenaw, 2012; Birdhat, 2017). In addition to educational programming, tribal colleges
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assist students in learning to honor the traditional culture, values, language, and history of their
tribes (Makomenaw, 2012; Birdhat, 2017). They aid students in the development of their
identities as Native Americans and provide knowledge about the sovereignty of indigenous
people (Shield, 2004). Tribal colleges, however, typically offer two-year educational programs,
and students wanting to attain four-year degrees must transfer to other educational institutions.
This often requires students to move away from their families and communities to advance their
education.
Students state the desire to be free to express their cultural identities within their
academic experience, and to participate in cultural ceremonies and other cultural events
(Guillory, 2009; Heavy Runner-Rioux et al., 2018, Makomenaw, 2012; Lipe, 2018; Larimore &
McClellan, 2005). However, when students attend four-year colleges away from their
communities, they find themselves attempting to find a balance between the world of academia
and their own traditional communities (Juntenen & Cline, 2010). Some find they cannot
simultaneously participate in higher education while remaining true to their cultural identities
(Huffman, 2001). If they must sacrifice their culture to be successful in higher education, higher
education is viewed as an extension of the assimilation that occurred when their ancestors were
forced to attend white boarding schools (Birdhat, 2017; Heavy Runner-Rioux et al., 2018). To
be resilient to racism and discrimination in higher education institutions, students rely heavily on
their cultural heritage and traditions to strengthen their cultural identities (Rodriguez and
Mallinckrodt, 2018). Huffman (2018) reports that a strong tribal identity in students is connected
to positive self-esteem, feelings of belonging, a sense of purpose in life and reduces the
likelihood of substance use and abuse. Thompson et al. (2013) found that collective self-esteem
(a positive perception of one’s own cultural group leading to a positive sense of self within the
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larger cultural group) is a strong contributing factor in the success of Native American students
in higher education. Having a strong cultural identity can provide a sense of purpose and positive
self-esteem, and foster feelings of belonging, contributing to success within higher education
programs (Birdhat, 2017; Huffman, 2011; Okagaki et al., 2009; Cross et al., 2013).
Positive Relationship Between Students’ Academic Community & Home/Tribal Community
Creating positive reciprocal relationships between higher education institutions and tribal
communities contributes to Native American students feeling a connection between their
academic environment and their home community (Inglebret & Pavel, 2000; Joseph &
Windchief, 2015; Thompson et al., 2013; Birdhat, 2017). In a quantitative study conducted by
Cross et al. (2013), Native American students reported feeling isolated from their culture and
tribal communities while attending higher education institutions away from their home
communities. Being in close proximity to higher education institutions, and not having to
relocate to attend is highly beneficial for Native American students, enabling them to maintain
close relationships with family and community while gaining higher education degrees (Guillory,
2009). Students indicate that the emotional support of their families and communities while
attending college is important to their success (Guillory, 2009; Birdhat, 2017; Larimore &
McClellan, 2005).
Native American students have continuing commitments to their families, communities
and tribe while achieving their degrees, including providing financial support. Students find it
challenging to fulfill family and cultural responsibilities while meeting educational requirements
(Heavy Runner-Rioux et al., 2018; Heavy Runner, 2009; Birdhat, 2017; Cross et al., 2013).
Maintaining family obligations, including providing financial support, and being present to
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attend to family and ceremonial responsibilities is very important to students. Students say that if
they are not able to do this, their success in higher education is compromised (Birdhat, 2017).
Addressing the Barriers to Native American Student Recruitment
To inform the recruitment and retention of Native American students in social work
higher education programs, two important elements are learned from the literature. First, the
participation of the social work profession in early assimilation practices carried out against
Native American people continues to affect the relationship between Native Americans and
social work today. Before social work and social work higher education can be viewed as helpful
by some Native American communities, including potential students, reconciliation between
social work and Native American people must occur. Second, Native American students cannot
be thought of separately from their cultural communities. Native American students have been
clear that they need their academic communities to positively intersect with their cultural
communities to form a respectful relationship. When constructing social work higher education
programs, Native American student voices should be heard and their concerns about higher
education addressed.
To address the barriers that may prevent Native American students from choosing social
work as a profession, and being successful in attaining their degrees, a new approach to social
work higher education for Native American students is needed. Reconciliation between the
profession of social work (as represented by social work higher education programs) and Native
American communities is essential. A model for building culturally conscious social work
programs is proposed, constructed in partnership with tribal communities.
Redemptive Reconciliation: Building Social Work Programs with Tribal Communities
Redemptive Social Work as a Foundation
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Culturally conscious social work higher education programs should be built on a
foundation of redemptive reconciliation between the profession of social work and Native
American communities. Investment into redemptive social work is essential to healing and
contributes toward the decolonization of Native American people. Social work higher education
programs can play a significant role in ceasing the colonization aspects within the profession of
social work. Understanding the past social work injustices inflicted upon Native American
communities, as well as the continuing impact of these things on the spirit and survival of the
people is essential. Without addressing the damage that has been done to Native American
people and communities through social work practices in the past, it is unlikely that social work
can be perceived as a helpful profession in the present and in the future. To begin the
transformation of understanding social work as a helpful service, tribal communities should be
invited to assist in redefining social work and participating in the creation of higher education
programs that prepare Native American students to practice within their communities.
Hearing the Voices of the Native American Communities
CSWE (2015) expects social work programs to develop learning environments that
model “affirmation and respect for diversity and difference” (p. 14). For the profession of social
work to make sense within indigenous cultures, there must be a blending between social work as
we know it now, and social work practice that incorporates the history, culture, and values of
Native American people, with the express purpose of restoring power to the voices of Native
American communities (Haight et al., 2019; Dumbrill & Green, 2008; Gray et al., 2007). Tribal
participation is essential for the construction of culturally conscious social work education
programs for Native American students. Presently, there is little written about the presence of
tribal community voices in defining what social work (or social work education) should look like

AGENTS OF HEALING AND INSPIRATION

48

in tribal communities. Akinyela and Aldridge (2003) propose “every community served has the
right to be provided services that are derived from and developed in the cultural context of the
constituents of the community” (p. 60).
If social work interventions and social work education are to be built on approaches and
healing strategies that make sense to Native American people (Tovar et al., 2020; Chino &
DeBruyn, 2006), then tribal communities themselves should be asked to define what culturally
responsive social work should look like within their own communities, in order to properly
educate students who plan to work within Native American communities. Social work cannot be
distributed as one universal approach to all social problems in all communities. It should have a
cultural base to its’ delivery, based on the population being served (Leduc, 2018). This is also
true for social work education.
Culturally Responsive Social Work Programs
Social work higher education programs are encouraged by CSWE (2015) to use
“traditional and emerging models and methods of curriculum design … with a level of flexibility
that encourages programs to differentiate” (p. 5). In this proposed model, baccalaureate social
work programs would be offered and administered by higher educational institutions closest in
proximity to tribal communities. The instruction itself would take place within tribal
communities, providing better access for students. Leaders and teachers within Native American
communities should respectfully be asked to enrich social work curriculum by providing
instruction in cultural approaches to wellness and healing, child development, cultural traditions,
and Native American sovereignty (Akinyela & Aldridge, 2003; Gray et al., 2007; Smalling,
2012). Faith (2016) says “the incorporation of indigenous knowledge and methods into
professional social work education and practice needs to be viewed as an imperative for all of us,
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in order to bring our profession into a greater place of balance, harmony and respect for all of our
relations” (p. 255). Instruction in indigenous ways of helping and healing is essential to
programming (Haight et al., 2019). Recruitment of Native American faculty is another essential
part of designing culturally responsive social work higher education programs (Tovar et al.,
2020).
In this proposed model of social work education, the involvement and participation of
tribal community colleges, when available, should be respectfully requested. Working
collaboratively with tribal colleges is important to the design and success of baccalaureate social
work programs. There is much to be learned from tribal community colleges about the delivery
of higher education to Native American students. They have successfully provided environments
that are culturally welcoming and culturally instructive to students. They have provided a sense
of belonging and acceptance for students and most have the capacity to provide the physical and
cultural space for social work higher education instruction (Tovar et al., 2020).
Hearing the Voices of Native American Students
In this proposed model of culturally conscious social work education programs, the
voices of Native American students, as depicted in the literature, are heard and their concerns
addressed. Native American culture and values are interwoven into all aspects of programming.
Native American students receive education within their own communities, delivered in settings
where they are encouraged to express their cultural identities and practice their cultural traditions
as a part of their education. They attend classes with other Native American students and are
taught by instructors who share their culture and their history. Students see a positive connection
between their higher education programs and their community, and their education is a
continuation of their cultural lives. Because students receive education in their own communities,
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there is no disruption to responsibilities to families or tribal communities. Collective value
systems are interwoven into social work education programs, including the ways in which
education is delivered and valued. Grading systems are administered in a way that recognizes
group success, instead of individual success. Tribal communities both inform and co-author the
content of the knowledge that is taught. Students learn how to address issues such as poverty,
trauma and mental health issues, economic disparity, and drug and alcohol abuse using
professional social work through a cultural healing lens to affect whole communities. Students
are also taught how to build structural programming to address the issues of communities in
culturally relevant ways. Honest depictions of history, culture, and politics, and the interactions
between Native American communities and white communities are openly discussed and
analyzed in social work education. Tribal communities and social work education programs
assist students in developing ways to actively seek social justice for Native American
communities.
Discussion
Tribal communities in the U.S. face overwhelming problems that pose a threat to the
well-being and survival of Native American people. These problems require culturally
responsive social work, best delivered by Native American social workers who have experienced
these problems first-hand. Few Native American students are choosing social work as a viable
career. This conceptual paper explored the historical and cultural reasons that may dissuade
Native American students from choosing social work as a profession. A critical examination of
the historical and cultural relationship between early social work and Native American people
solemnly reminded us that social workers were active participants in assimilation and
colonization efforts that attempted to destroy Native American communities and culture. For this
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reason, social work and social work higher education may continue to be regarded as harmful to
Native American people.
Before social work and social work higher education can become palatable and viewed as
helpful by Native American communities, including potential students, reconciliation between
social work and Native American people must occur. Modern day social work higher education
programs should actively play a role in the decolonization of Native American communities
through the practice of redemptive social work. An approach for the reconciliation between the
profession of social work (as represented by social work higher education programs) and Native
American communities was offered, beginning with asking Native American communities to
partner with social work education programs in building culturally responsive social work
programs.
This paper acknowledges the important bond between Native American students and
their tribal communities, as well as the importance of a positive intersection of higher education
programs and tribal communities to maintain Native Americans in social work higher education
programs. Accordingly, educational settings where students feel free to express their Native
American identities are needed. Providing social work higher education within tribal
communities, in partnership with tribal communities and co-authored with tribal communities
will result in greater success for Native American social work students in degree attainment and
in knowledge acquisition. Education programs must also understand that student obligations to
families, communities, and tribes are not suspended while they attend college. Pilot programs
using the proposed model should be explored with tribal communities. This work is important to
not only recruit more Native American students into the profession of social work but to
reintroduce social work as a helpful service to Native American communities.

AGENTS OF HEALING AND INSPIRATION

52

Native American students have expressed a need for higher education that is relevant and
useful to their cultural communities, as most intend to serve the people within their own
communities after achieving their degrees (Birdhat, 2017; Cross et al., 2013; Juntunen et al.,
2001; Juntunen & Cline, 2010). Through proposing a social work higher education structure built
on the concepts of cultural consciousness, this paper contributes to the literature an alternative
way of providing culturally specific social work education relevant to marginalized and
oppressed populations within the U.S.
This paper leads to a greater understanding of the relationship between Native American
students, their cultural communities, and social work higher education. It draws attention to the
destructive historical relationship between social work, formalized education, and Native
American communities that affects the recruitment and retention of Native American students to
the field of social work today. The proposed model of social work education contributes to the
social work mission of working toward social justice by acknowledging past and present
injustices toward Native American people. It offers a conciliatory approach to moving forward
by joining with Native American communities in redefining social work and preparing students
for that work.
There are also limitations to the proposed model described in this paper. First, not all
Native American students and tribal communities face the same problems or have the same
perceptions of social work and higher education. With 574 federally recognized tribal
governments in the U.S. and more that are not federally recognized (U.S. Department of Interior,
2021), each tribe has its own unique cultural traditions and values. In addition, not all Native
American students associate themselves with a specific tribal community.
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Not all tribal communities will be interested in collaborating with primarily white higher
education institutions. Higher education offered in social work higher education programs and
the profession of social work may not be valued. Some tribal communities may determine that
there is no need or ability to financially sponsor more social workers within their communities.
In the same way, social work higher education programs may be reluctant to invest significant
resources into meeting the needs of a small population of students.
This proposed model of social work higher education tailored to Native American
students and their cultural communities has implications for the future of social work higher
education. As our society continues to grow in diversity, social work higher education programs
must be credible and relevant to prospective students who wish to practice within their own
cultural communities. Present views of the profession, based on past injustices, may keep
cultural communities distanced from the profession, and therefore, impede members of those
communities from choosing social work as a profession. Partnerships between social work
higher education programs and cultural communities in the construction of culturally responsive
education programs will attract more students of color to the profession of social work.
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Abstract
Some social workers are more effective than others in inspiring and empowering vulnerable
people. They provide clients with supportive strength and courage when clients cannot readily
find these things within themselves. They see through the fog of despair in clients’ lives, and
when clients cannot see a way through, these social workers describe the road ahead, while
gently guiding hurt people out of their painful and adverse experiences. Through genuine and
honest relationships with clients, these social workers help clients regain lost power and inspire
hope for the future. Not all social workers demonstrate the personal character traits that heal and
inspire. Some remain distance in their delivery of social services, and do not have the same
positive impact on clients. This research study combines the methodologies of scholarly personal
narrative and thematic systematic review to define the character traits in social workers that
empower clients and lead to successful outcomes. Using a scholarly personal narrative, the
researcher revisits her own family’s struggles with hunger in childhood to examine the personal
qualities of the people who helped her family survive and be empowered. Beyond the food that
was provided and beneath the grace that was extended, the researcher identifies the personal
qualities of her family’s helpers as: a) demonstrating unconditional positive regard; b) walking
alongside; c) having belief in abilities to overcome; and d) having compassion. Then, using a
thematic systematic review, the researcher searches the literature for accountings of other clients
who were inspired and empowered by social workers. Clients in the selected studies report the
qualities of their effective social workers to be: a) having respect/showing acceptance; b)
relating human to human; c) being empowering and invested; and d) showing kindness and
compassion. Combining personal experience with the experiences of others, this study affirms
the need for social workers to build empowering relationships with their clients based in
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humanity for successful client outcomes. Implications for social work and social work education
are discussed.
Keywords: social work, character traits, empower scholarly personal narrative, systematic
review
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To laugh often and much; to win the respect of intelligent people and the affection of
children…to leave the world a better place… to know even one life has breathed easier because
you have lived. This is to have succeeded.
Ralph Waldo Emerson
Beneath the Grace: Personal Qualities of Social Workers Who Inspire Client Success
Although all social workers in accredited social work education programs receive an education
informed by CSWE guidelines, individual social workers have different understandings of how
their social work mission should be carried out. Some social workers are more effective than
others in inspiring and empowering vulnerable people. These social workers provide clients with
supportive strength and courage when clients cannot readily find these things within themselves.
They inspire change and summon resources that help clients gain the personal power they need
to have hope for the future. Within this type of client-helper relationship, there is an emotional
foundation that honors and values clients, and believes in their capacity to move beyond their
current circumstances (Pawar et al., 2017).
In contrast, other social workers operate from a foundation of obligatory response,
distributing goods and services to clients in a less relational and more exacting manner once
clients meet a rigorous application process. In this type of interaction, there is an obvious power
differential between client and social worker that can elicit shame in the client for seeking
assistance. This type of social work response can perpetuate the lack of power that clients feel
when needing assistance and is described as demeaning and disrespectful by clients (Kam, 2020;
Mason, 2012; de Boer & Coady, 2007).
This research project explores the character traits of social workers who inspire clients to
move beyond their present circumstances. The question this research project will address is: what
are the personal character traits of social workers who empower clients and lead to successful
outcomes? To provide a unique perspective to investigating this question, this project uses the
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research methods of both scholarly personal narrative and thematic systematic review to explore
this question. Scholarly personal narrative methodology is used to examine my own childhood
experiences with helping relationships when my family faced hunger. Using the conceptual
framework of Relational-Cultural Theory (Jordan, 2001; Jordan, 2017), which emphasizes the
power of connection and relationship as a source of healing, I analyze the spirit in which gifts of
survival and relationship were given, and the life-long impact that resonated from the way these
gifts were given. From my scholarly personal narrative analysis, I emerge with a list of the
personal character traits of the helpers who empowered my family to survive.
Next, a thematic systematic review is used to search for documented experiences of
clients who were inspired and empowered by social workers. From the literature, and from
clients’ perspectives, common themes depicting the personal character traits of effective social
workers are identified and analyzed. Finally, the findings from my scholarly personal narrative
are compared with the findings from the thematic systematic review to arrive at a firmly
grounded understanding of the personal character traits of social workers who inspire and
empower clients.
Increased regulation and procedural expectations within social service agencies have left
social workers with less time to spend with clients, and less time to form relationships with them
(Barker & Thomson, 2015). This research is important to the profession of social work as an
indicator of the importance of the relationship between social worker and client as a predictor of
successful client outcomes. Knowing the personal character traits of effective social workers can
inform the design of curriculum aimed at the personal development of social work students,
including building character strengths. The inclusion of personal character development in
formalized social work education will lead to increased successful outcomes for both clients and
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social workers. It will also help students understand how positive and affirming relationships
with clients can have a significant impact on client success (Howe, 1998).
Background
To provide background for this study, the literature is examined to identify the character
and relational qualities thought to be the embodiment of social work and social work practice.
Exemplar helpers in social work are also reviewed. In addition, the literature provides a
theoretical base, Relational-Cultural Theory, from which to understand the importance of
relationships between clients and their helpers.
Relational-Cultural Theory
Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) focuses on the interconnectedness between people and
how this connectedness is not only necessary for survival, but for well-being and empowerment.
As Jordan (2017) states, “courage, confidence, and a sense of strength grow in connection” (p.
231). Jordan says that connection with others creates a space of healing for people and “a path
out of immobilizing and self-blaming isolation” (p. 242). As Jordan explains, when people are
isolated and absent of hope, they feel a sense of shame, unworthiness, and despair. To move past
this sense of despair, people must have someone who will empathetically view them as worthy
and capable, and who believe in their capacity to do better (Jordan, 2001). As professional
helpers, social workers can play this empathic and empowering role for clients to help them
regain power and belief in themselves. When clients are in need of help, the very act of
requesting help may lead to feelings of vulnerability and powerlessness (Murphy et al., 2013).
Therefore, social workers must bring character traits to the client-helper relationship that will
facilitate trust and create a place where clients feel heard and accepted (Trevithick, 2003). If
supportive and constructive relationships are built, Jordan (2001) states that the following
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outcomes can be expected from the helper-client relationship: a) an increase in energy and
vitality; b) an increase in empowerment; c) an ability to see things from a larger perspective; d)
an increase in self-worth and confidence; and e) an increased desire for more connection with
others. If a constructive relationship is not built, clients may develop a sense of mistrust in social
workers and other helpers and may be less likely to seek help in the future (Trevithick, 2003;
Murphy et al., 2013).
Social Work Values
Many agree that relationships are at the center of all successful social work interactions
(Drake, 1994; Howe, 1998; Trevithick, 2003, Murphy et al., 2013; Sudbery, 2002; Rhodes,
1985). However, the mere presence of a relationship between social worker and client does not
ensure that it is positive and helpful (Kam, 2020; Mason, 2012; de Boer & Coady, 2007). Social
workers must bring both skill and values to their relationships with clients to be impactful in a
positive way. Social workers are guided in practice by the core values of social work as outlined
in the NASW Code of Ethics (2017). Social workers are expected to embrace the role of being of
service to others, actively work for social justice, uphold the dignity and worth of people, invest
in human relationships, and act with integrity and competence. In social work education,
curriculum is built on these foundational expectations of social workers. Others have described
the personal and relational qualities necessary for the optimum client-worker relationship in
social work. In a study by Clark (2006), gentleness, truthfulness, wittiness, friendliness, modesty,
and justice were identified as virtues necessary to carry out effective social work. Adams (2009)
describes courage, wisdom, and justice as virtues social workers should possess for successful
delivery of social work services and describes them as “habits of the heart and mind” (p. 87).
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Adams believes that social work education programs have an obligation in helping students
develop these habits as a part of formalized education for the profession.
In a study of values across culture, Peterson (2004) found six core values considered
important to people across cultures and history. These values, called character strengths, are
courage, justice, humanity, temperance, transcendence, and wisdom. Essential qualities of
caring, as described by Engster (2005) are empathy and the ability to anticipate the needs that
someone may have and responding to them (responsiveness). Adams (2009) adds respect as an
essential quality of caring, ensuring that the recipient of care does not feel as a “lesser being just
because they have needs they cannot meet” on their own (p. 55). Houston (2012) proposes social
workers should possess courage, integrity, honesty, truthfulness, loyalty, wisdom and kindness to
build a virtuous identity. Rhodes (1985) concludes “caring about others is considered the
foundation of all social work” (p.102) and adds that a trusting relationship between social worker
and client is the key to successful outcomes.
Exemplar Helpers
Pawar et al. (2017) examined the character virtues of ten highly respected and effective
social workers, as identified by other social work professionals, and found commonalities among
them. Recognizing and pursuing social justice for others, commitment, and courage to stand up
for people, compassion, respect for others, humility, integrity, and practice wisdom were found
to be common attributes of the virtuous social workers studied. In assessing the effective
qualities of social workers in the field of child welfare, Drake (1994) found that clients reported
effective relationships with workers who were warm, empathic, honest, and good listeners.
McCurdy and Jones (2000) found that parents believed that social workers who made them feel
cared about as individuals were most effective.
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Other professions have studied helping relationships and the therapeutic alliance between
helper and client at length. Horvath et al. (2011) states that the therapeutic alliance between
therapist and client forms the strength beneath the collaboration in therapy. In a qualitative study,
Jennings and Skovholt (1999) identified the emotional and relational characteristics of master
therapists, as determined by their professional colleagues. They found that master therapists
possessed self-awareness, reflectiveness, and non-defensiveness. The master therapists also
possessed strong relationship skills, as evidenced by how well they listened to clients. They
demonstrated warmth, respect, caring, and a genuine interest in people in their interactions. The
study found that many of the master therapists had suffered some level of adversity themselves,
which appeared to give them a special level of sensitivity and compassion for others. The master
therapists were willing to be with clients during emotionally intense times and were not afraid to
accompany clients through their pain. The therapists also demonstrated a belief in clients’ ability
to change and a deep respect for client self- determination. They helped clients to feel valued,
even in their deepest despair (Jennings & Skovholt, 1999).
Value expectations are clear for professional social workers, but more important is how
clients view their relationship with their social worker (Horvath, 2001; Barker & Thomson,
2015). Although most social service agencies evaluate service outcomes, little research has
focused on the perspective of clients and what they identify to be the qualities they need in social
workers for positive outcomes (Kam, 2020). This research project highlights the voices of clients
as they identify the important qualities of social workers essential for their success.
Approach
This investigation combines two research methodologies to examine the personal
character traits of helpers or social workers that lead to successful client outcomes. First, a
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scholarly personal narrative provides the means to analyze the personal qualities of the helpers
who contributed to the empowerment of my own family in a time of need. This analysis leads to
drawing larger conclusions about exemplar social worker qualities.
Second, a thematic systematic review provides the means to perform a broad
comprehensive review of the knowledge on this topic, identifying studies that have been
conducted regarding the personal character traits of social workers who have empowered clients
from the client’s point of view. Combining the personal aspects of a scholarly personal narrative
and the structured framework of a thematic systematic review provides a rich and layered
approach to answering the research question: what are the personal character traits of social
workers who empower clients and lead to successful outcomes?
Concepts and Terminology
For the purposes of this two-part investigation, “personal character traits” are defined as
the characteristics or virtues of a helper that invite a positive and productive relationship with the
client based upon the helper demonstrating value and respect for the client. “Successful
outcomes” and “empower” are defined as any interaction between helper and client that results in
the client perceiving they are functioning better for having been a part of the helper-client
relationship. In the scholarly personal narrative portion of this investigation, helpers consist of
both professional helpers and non-professional helpers. In the thematic systematic review, the
search for evidence focuses on social workers, and not on non-professional helpers.
Methodology 1: Scholarly Personal Narrative
Scholarly personal narrative is a constructivist research methodology developed by Nash
(2004) that uses a researcher’s personal experience as a data source for analysis (Ng, 2017). In
this methodology, the researcher’s goal is to share personal insights that assist the reader to
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drawer larger conclusions about the topic. I have selected this methodology to bring myself into
my scholarship as a knowledgeable voice of my own experiences. The purpose of sharing my
own truth in this scholarly endeavor is to encourage readers to thoughtfully consider the people
who have inspired them to be who they are today, and to recognize how their own actions of
kindness can impact others for years to come.
Using reflexive writings, photographs, verification of memories with siblings, and a
journey back to the physical site where the events of this scholarly personal narrative originated,
I reconnect with the memories of helpers who touched my family with kindness and grace at a
point in time 50 years ago. Armed with gifts of food and acceptance, they walked with us
through our despair to a better place. At an important developmental stage of childhood, at age
five, I witnessed mercy and grace before I knew the proper names for these things. The personal
qualities of these helpers and their acts of mercy shaped my understanding of the world. Through
them, I and my siblings came to understand our own responsibilities to others, and the
importance of empowering one another in a collective approach to society. Through selfless acts
of kindness and gifts of food, my family escaped starvation. Later in life, I chose the profession
of social work to replicate and disseminate the grace I experienced as a child. Today, as a social
work educator, I examine these experiences with the goal of helping social work students in their
personal character development, enhancing their skills and abilities to form successful
relationships with clients for future practice.
Sample and Population
In this scholarly personal narrative, I am the singular subject and source of information
for this part of the investigation. My memories, as depicted in reflexive writings, serve as the
primary data source that will be analyzed for this research. In addition, ancillary data sources
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will also be utilized, including family photographs, verifying the accuracy of my memories with
my siblings, and revisiting the physical location of where these incidents occurred to provide
clarity and detail to my memories.
Data Collection
Data was drawn from my reflexive writings, which were written within the past two
years, as a means to process events from the past. Excerpts from my reflexive writing follow,
organized by my family’s helpers.
Mrs. Humunka
It is 1970 and I am five years old. My father has moved our family from the
comfort of extended family in Illinois to a remote area in northern Minnesota, near
Canada and adjacent to the Red Lake Indian Reservation. He is fulfilling his dream to
own his own land, grow our own food, raise cattle, and get away from people. Later, I
will come to understand that my father is also trying to outrun his alcoholism and its’
power over his life. The area is wilderness, and we often have bear, raccoons, badgers,
deer, squirrels, and skunks wander through our yard. It is a foreign place to us, without
concrete, without close neighbors. The cabin we live in is tiny, made of logs, and the
snow blows inside through the places where the logs do not fit tightly together. There is
no running water inside the cabin, and water is brought up from the ground when my
oldest brother pumps it into a bucket to bring inside. We go to the bathroom in an
outhouse and my sister has the task of taking me outside when I have to go. I miss my
aunts and uncles and grandparents back in Illinois.
A tiny, wrinkly Swedish- Indian woman named Mrs. Humunka lives down the
dirt path from us, and brings us blueberries she has picked from under the jack-pine trees.
When she smiles, her face is a mass of brown wrinkles, and her kind eyes disappear
within her face. Mrs. Humunka sees how out of place we are in our new environment
and adopts us as her family. She teaches my mother and my sisters how to pick wild
berries and preserve food grown in our garden. She shares her own food. She provides
comfort and community to a family out of their element. Later, I will think of her and
wonder how she survived on her own in the harsh wilderness and marvel at how happy
and content she seemed. Later, I will come to understand that she lived in harmony with
the earth and did not view the wilderness as something to be in conflict with, but as a
blessing.
Mr. Boar Man
I am the youngest child of six, and there are a lot of us to feed. When winter
comes, my father gets a job fifty miles away at a factory. He then gets rheumatic fever
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and cannot work. He lies on the couch in the cabin and sleeps. My mother tells me his
heart is sick. My mother silently worries, and unintentionally, her worry flows into the
minds and bodies of my brothers and sisters. I am young but I feel the unnamed tension,
too. We are running out of food and have no money to buy more. Although my mother
rarely shows her tears, we hear the tiny intakes of her breath as she tries to keep her
feelings from spilling into the collective spaces of the dark cabin at night. My sisters
respond in kind with their own tiny gasps as we lay in the dark night. In the light of day,
my brothers’ feelings spill out into the cold air as they curse the dull axe they use to chop
the firewood for our woodstove. Despair hangs in the rafters of the tiny cabin that
protects us from the elements.
Mr. Boar Man, an Indian fur trapper, stops to see us when he checks his trap line.
He sees my mother’s desperation. He leaves but returns later with a deer he has shot.
Blood spills on the table as he helps my mother dress it out and cut it up. I see the
relieved tears on my mother’s face as she hugs Mr. Boar Man. When she lets out the
worried breath she has been holding, we all breathe again. We survive that winter by the
gift of venison from Mr. Boar Man and the potatoes that my mother had planted and
harvested earlier in the summer. We learn later that Mr. Boar Man was arrested for
shooting the deer out of season and since he does not have the money to post bail on
white man’s land, he spends the next three months in jail. His gun is taken from him, a
necessary tool of his trade. When he gets out of jail, he comes to check on us. There are
tears again on my mother’s face as she silently hugs him, the regret for our family being
the cause of his pain shining in her blue eyes. She simply says, “we can never repay you”.
He shrugs and tells her that when one suffers, all suffer. And when one prospers, all
prosper. It is simple, he says. It is life.
I watch, and know this moment is significant, but in my child’s mind, it is far too
difficult to put in perspective. Somehow, I know that we have been saved from something
bad. Later, I learn of the indigenous helping approaches of sharing, harmony,
relationship, and responsibility to one another and why Mr. Boar Man did what he did for
us. Later, I will marvel at the selflessness that led Mr. Boar Man to care for us as he did,
without question, and without regard for his own welfare. Later, I will name his actions
“grace”.
Kermit
It is 1972. A traveling missionary from a town sixty miles away visits my family
and invites us to a place called the Log Church, an abandoned log cabin that has been
converted to a meeting place for Sunday services. My mother attends with me and my
sisters. My father keeps my brothers at home to work. This is where we meet the local
people who become our friends. Every few months, the traveling missionary, Kermit,
brings the cardboard boxes we grow to know as “Kermit’s Boxes” to the Log Church. In
the boxes are canned food that Kermit has gathered from people in his town to donate to
us. Sometimes the cans come from a factory as mistakes that could not be sold because
they have no labels, and my brothers and sisters and I make a game of guessing what is in
them before we open them for meals. In the boxes are clothes and sometimes coats, shoes
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and boots. We wear the shoes that are too large and the out of place donated flowered
shirts with pride and delight. We are a mix of poor white people and Indian people,
brown hands and white hands, reaching into the boxes for what we need. We are
dependent on the charity of others for our basic needs. Kermit gives us these things in a
way that makes us feel remembered and cherished, wrapped in a tender blanket of grace.
From this, I learn that there are ways to help others without looking down on them. I
learn that gifts of food and clothing should also come with gifts of acceptance and value.
I learn that cherishing others, even when they have nothing to give back, is what we are
meant to do. Kermit brought a sense of peace along with his message about a God who
he said loves us. Much later, when things are better for my family, my mother gathers
food and clothing, makes her own boxes and brings them to the Log Church for the next
group of people who need help. We continue to call them “Kermit’s boxes”.
The Sundays that Kermit comes to our community for Sunday services, he stops
at our house to see my father before returning to his home. He carries his rubber boots in
his car and puts them on when he arrives at our house, then goes to the barn or the field to
help my father with whatever he is doing. He talks to my father in a way that makes him
feel valued and helps my father look past the present to the future. Sometimes he takes
the well-worn Bible out of his front pocket and reads to us. He eats with us and prays
over the food. All of us look forward to his visits. In the same pocket where he keeps his
Bible, he carries hope for us, and belief for our future. It shines like a beacon from his
kind blue eyes.
A few years later, Kermit doesn’t come to the Log Church for Sunday service as
expected and a neighbor tells us that he has passed away at the age of 48 from something
that went wrong during a gallbladder surgery. Dusty sunlight hangs in the air in the Log
Church as we all sit silently trying to understand what has happened. In good time, we
grieve the loss of him, the grace he carried, but we had already received the blessing of
knowing it, recognizing it, and seeing our responsibility to carry it forward. Even though
Kermit no longer walks among us, he leaves behind a tender imprint on the hearts within
our community. His passing causes my father to relapse after 5 years of sobriety. For a
time, my mother and brothers and sisters and I mourn the loss of both Kermit and my
sober father. My father fights his way back to sobriety, but it takes several years to do so.
When he finds his way back, he begins paying Kermit’s grace forward by becoming a
sober sponsor to others in the community who are also battling alcoholism. Kermit had a
personal belief in the ascendance of people in despair. Without a shred of evidence,
Kermit believed that my father and mother would recover from their temporary season of
despair, even if the season lasted several years. Kermit was wise. That is exactly what
happened.
County Social Worker
There are others in our lives who offer “help”, county workers who respond to our
needs after an application for assistance has been evaluated, and my family has been
deemed worthy of receiving help. But it comes from a stiff and rigid place, complete with
a sneer on the face of the lady who brings it. She looks at the yard full of broken-down
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farm machinery that my father thinks might be useful someday, and forms an opinion of
us. Judgment infuses the assistance and food we are given, and when it mixes with the
shame of needing it, it leaves an ache inside that makes our stomachs feel even more
empty and hollow. The tears on my mother’s face, after the county worker leaves is
something I later come to understand as humiliation and defeat. Later, I also come to
understand the anger in my siblings after the county worker leaves. It comes from the
deep love we all have for my mother, and the fact that she is hurt every time this lady
comes to our house. The food that we receive in this manner never fills our stomachs and
spirits quite like the mystery food in the unmarked tins that is given to us in love.
Data Analysis and Findings
Four helpers were identified as having an impact on my family when we were hungry and
in need. Three of the helpers had a positive impact and one of the helpers had a negative impact.
Only the helpers who had a positive impact were included in this analysis. These helpers were
Mrs. Humunka, Mr. Boar Man, and Kermit. The county worker was excluded from the analysis
but is noted as a negative case example. To identify the personal qualities of the helpers who
empowered my family, I examined the qualities of Mrs. Humunka, Mr. Boar Man, and Kermit
and placed them in thematic categories. See Table 1 for a summary of this process. Four themes
emerged from the data: unconditional positive regard; walking alongside; belief in abilities to
overcome; and compassion.
Table 1
SPN Personal Qualities of Helpers
Theme
Unconditional Positive Regard

Walking Alongside

Belief in Abilities to Overcome









Personal Qualities
Honesty (B)
No judgement (B) (H) (K)
No expectation in return (B) (H)
Showing value (B) (H)
Respect (B) (K)
Welcoming (H) (K)
Acceptance (B) (H) (K)





Collective understanding (B) (H) (K)
Humble (B)
Encouraging (K)




Wise (B) (H) (K)
Belief in Things Getting Better (B) (H) (K)
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Compassion





Belief in Abilities to Do Better (K)
Inspiring (K)
Empowering (B) (H) (K)










Selfless (B)
Kindness (B) (H) (K)
Giving (B) (H) (K)
Compassion (B) (K)
Peacefulness (H) (K)
Calmness (H)
Loving (K)
Caring (K)
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(H) = Mrs. Humunka, (B) = Mr. Boar Man, (K) = Kermit

Unconditional Positive Regard
Mrs. Humunka, Mr. Boar Man, and Kermit showed my family unconditional positive
regard. There was an absence of judgment about the choices my family had made that had led us
to be hungry, poor, and needy. As our hands were outstretched in vulnerability and brokenness,
Mrs. Humunka, Mr. Boar Man, and Kermit filled our hands with gifts of food, and our hearts
with the warmth that comes with being accepted and valued. There was no reciprocity expected.
It was understood that these gifts were not to be repaid. These gifts were given from one human
to the next human, without status or power considered. They were given humbly and simply,
without fanfare.
Walking Alongside
All three of the identified helpers came alongside my family and gave of themselves and
their talents. Mrs. Humunka taught my mother and sisters how to gather and preserve food. Mr.
Boar Man gave us the gift of his hunting talents, and then helped my mother prepare the food for
cooking and freezing. Kermit gathered and brought food and clothing which he widely
distributed to our community. Kermit also supportively worked alongside my father to encourage
him. All three of these helpers brought humanity to the interactions they had with my family. All
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three had a collective understanding of the world in their beliefs that humans should look out for
one another and care for those who are not able to care for themselves.
Belief in Abilities to Overcome
Mrs. Humunka, Mr. Boar Man, and Kermit held hope for a better future for my family
and were empowering. Through their actions, Mrs. Humunka and Mr. Boar Man inspired my
family and believed we would survive. They understood that this time of need did not define us.
Kermit used both words and actions to portray his own belief that my family would move past
this time of despair. He highlighted our strengths and taught us to put our faith in God. All three
of the helpers were wise forward thinkers.
Compassion
All three of the helpers gave freely of themselves and their time. When they could have
been critical of our careless unpreparedness for our new environment, they chose instead to be
kind and compassionate. They provided a sense of calm in our time of calamity and blanketed us
in an aura of peace and hope.
Conclusion
Not long ago, I gathered around a campfire with three of my siblings, where I
checked the accuracy of my memories and gained their perspectives on what we
experienced. Without prompting, the conversation turned to the people who saved us,
shaped us, kept us alive in the hard times. Mrs. Humunka, Mr. Boar Man, and Kermit
were named and remembered. My brother recalled the last time he had seen Kermit
before he passed away. They were standing in the dusty driveway by our house when a
wisp of wind caused the dust around them to dance at their feet. When the wisp
approached Kermit, it circled him largely, providing him a girth of protected area free of
dust, as if recognizing his powerful spirit and not wanting to taint it. My brother feels
Kermit’s presence sometimes at our old farm, and once thought he saw Kermit walking
toward him in the early morning fog, rubber boots and all. We agreed that his spirit lives
on in each of us.
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For the first time together, we talked about what our hunger had felt like. As my
brother gazed into the campfire, he softly said “always hungry, always hungry”.
Uncharacteristically silent, he relived his experience with hunger for a time, lost in his
own thoughts. My sister spoke of going to school hungry, and of hiding in the bathroom
at lunchtime, because our parents had no money to pay for school lunches. I found myself
realizing the extent to which my older siblings had sheltered me and taken care of me, as
the youngest child, when my parents could not. Without needing evidence, I know that
they gave me food from their plates, even while experiencing their own hunger. Before
the flickering campfire, I thanked them for the grace they extended to me, for their love
beneath the grace. Even then, at the time they were receiving grace themselves, they were
paying grace forward. The lesson had been learned and collective understanding had
taken root. Much later, I, too, had found a way to pay grace forward. I choose the
profession of social work as a mission to give to others the grace that I had received
myself.
Methodology 2: Structured Thematic Systematic Review
Investigation Design
The design used for the second part of this investigation is a thematic systematic review.
This method examines a selected body of literature to identify the major themes that exist within
that body of literature for further review. Guidance for this methodology is provided by
Petticrew and Roberts (2006). The PRISMA checklist is also used as a guide to develop this
systematic review (Moher et al., 2009).
In this study, thematic systematic review is chosen as a compliment to scholarly personal
narrative methodology as it provides a broader comprehensive search for knowledge on the
topic. This methodology provides a structured criterion-based approach to gathering knowledge
about the personal character traits of social workers who empower clients. The data collected
through this review is compared to the conclusions drawn from personal experiences with
effective helpers as depicted in my scholarly personal narrative.
Search Strategy
The following databases were utilized for this investigation: Social Work Abstracts, a
database containing literature in all areas of social work; and SocINDEX, a database containing
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literature used for sociology research. Search terms were selected after an initial scoping review
of the key articles in the literature pertaining to the research question: what are the personal
character traits of social workers who empower clients and lead to successful outcomes? The
search terms selected to represent “personal character traits” were “character” or “trait” or
“relationship” or “alliance” or “virtue”. The search terms used to represent “social workers”
were “social worker” or “social workers” or “social work”.
These searches included the Boolean operators “AND” and “OR” to ensure that all
possible results were included in the search. Quotation marks were also placed around the search
terms to maintain the integrity of the search (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). The following searches
were conducted: “character” OR “trait” OR “relationship” OR “alliance” OR “virtue” AND
“social work” OR “social worker” OR “social workers”.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies were eligible for inclusion if they met the following criteria: a) the study was
published between January 1, 2000 and October 1, 2020; b) the study was published in a peer
reviewed journal; c) the study was available in full text; d) the data used within the study was
from the client’s perspective; e) the study was reported in the English language.
Both quantitative and qualitative studies were eligible for inclusion, however, the
following publication types were excluded: a) dissertations; b) books or book chapters; c)
commentary or reviews of articles; d) editorials; e) literature reviews. Studies involving children
under the age of 18 were also excluded.
The screening of studies for inclusion and exclusion was conducted in the following
manner: 1) the study’s title was reviewed with the inclusion and exclusion criteria examined; 2)
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the study’s abstract was reviewed with the inclusion and exclusion criteria examined; 3) the
study’s full text was reviewed with the inclusion and exclusion criteria examined.
Articles Included in Final Data Set
Using the PRISMA guidelines in the selection of studies (Moher et al., 2009), 1808
articles met the initial search criteria. Articles were excluded if they were duplicates and if they
did not include the client’s perspective of their social workers. In addition, only research studies
that examined social workers were included, excluding helpers from other disciplines. Of these
articles, five were appropriate to be included in the review. Study selection is depicted in Figure
1 (Moher et al., 2009).
The five articles selected were qualitative studies that focused on first-hand accounts of
clients who had been empowered by their social workers. One study involved parents receiving
income support services (Barker & Thomson, 2015) and two studies involved parents receiving
child welfare services (de Boer & Coady, 2007; Mason, 2012). One study involved female heads
of households receiving multiple services (Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002). One study involved clients
receiving various services, including children and youth services, family services, elderly
services, medical social work services, community development services, and services for exoffenders (Kam, 2020). The studies selected were conducted in multiple countries. None of the
studies were conducted in the U.S. Table 2 provides a summary of the articles included in this
study.
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Figure 1
Articles included in final data set

Articles retrieved in search =
1808

Articles after duplicates removed = 1312

Records screened = 1312

Full text articles assessed for
eligibility = 32

Studies included in systematic
review = 5

(Moher et al., 2009)

Records excluded after
reviewing title and abstract =
1280

Full text articles excluded for
absence of client perspective
or for absence of social
worker as helper= 27
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Table 2
Overview of Selected Articles
Article

Country

Aim

Sample &
Recruitment

Methodology

Emerging Themes

Barker, J., &
Thomson, L. (2015).
Helpful
relationships with
service users:
Linking social
capital. Australian
Social Work, 68(1),
130-145.

Australia

Explore client
experience with
receiving services
from client
perspective

n = 80

Qualitative
analysis using
semistructured
telephone
interviews

Human connection
Listening
Client as a person
Being genuine
Not judging

DeBoer, C., &
Coady, N. (2007).
Good helping
relationships with
child welfare:
Learning from
stories of success.
Child and Family
Social Work, 12, 3242.

Canada

Explore positive
helping
relationships in
child welfare
from client
perspective

n=6

Qualitative
analysis using
semistructured inperson
interviews

Soft, mindful,
judicious use of
power
Humanistic attitude
Genuine

Kam, P.K. (2020).
‘Social work is not
just a job’: The
qualities of social
workers from the
perspective of
service users.
Journal of Social
Work, 20(6), 775796.

Hong
Kong

Identify
important
qualities of social
workers from
client perspective

n = 47

Qualitative
analysis using
semistructured inperson
interviews

Social work as a
mission, not a job
Friendship-like
relationship
Strength based
Active and genuine
listening
Empowering

Ribner, D.S., &
Knei-Paz, C. (2002).
Client’s view of a
successful helping
relationship. Social
Work, 47(4), 379387.

Israel

Explore
successful
helping
relationships with
social workers
from client
perspective

n = 11

Qualitative
analysis using
narrative inperson
interviews

Enabling atmosphere
Equal stance
Working together
Accessibility
On client’s turf
Keeping in touch
Doing more

Mason, C. (2012).
Social work the ‘art
of relationship’:

England

Explore effective
relationshipbased practice in

n = 20

Qualitative
analysis using
semi-

Respectful
communication:
trust, honesty and

80 parents
receiving
income support
from social
workers

6 parents
receiving child
welfare services
with history of
conflictual
relationships
with social
workers

47 clients
receiving
variety of
services from
social workers

11 female heads
of households
receiving
multiple
services from
social workers
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perspectives on an
intensive family
support project.
Child and Family
Social Work, 17,
368-377.

social work from
service user
perspective
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20 parents of
children at risk
of being
removed from
their care
receiving
services from
social workers

structured inperson
interviews

feeling safe
Shared goal
Practical assistance
Understanding
parental needs
Reliability

Data Abstraction
Thematic analysis was applied to the selected articles. Terms and phrases depicting the
personal character traits of effective social workers were manually extracted by the researcher
from the selected articles. The researcher then organized the terms and phrases into categories by
character traits. A second reviewer examined the terms and phrases and placed them in
categories by qualities. Discrepancies in coding between the researcher and second reviewer
were discussed and resolved.
Findings
The goal of this thematic systematic review was to search the literature to determine the
answer to the research question: what are the personal character traits of social workers who
empower clients and lead to successful outcomes? Commonalities on personal character traits of
social workers were extracted from the five articles that met the study criteria. The following
themes emerged from the literature: respect/acceptance; relating human to human; empowering
and invested; and kind and compassionate.
Respect/Acceptance
The broadest theme present in all five of the examined articles was respect/acceptance. In
a study of parents receiving income support conducted by Barker and Thomson (2015), clients
felt respected and valued by social workers who genuinely listened to them and gave them the
“gift of time” (p. 137). When they were treated as equals and recognized as having worth, they
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felt inspired to improve their circumstances. When social workers offered acceptance and did not
judge their clients, clients felt inspired to give back by volunteering or helping others when they
were in a better position to do so (Barker & Thomson, 2015). In a study of service users
receiving a variety of services from social workers, Kam (2020) found that service users who
were listened to and heard by their social workers felt “understood, recognized and respected” (p.
787). Service users indicated that social workers who listened more than they talked were
perceived as having a deeper understanding of them.
In a study of parents receiving child welfare services conducted by de Boer and Coady
(2007), clients reported that social workers who had a respectful and non-judgmental attitude
toward them were most effective. They described feeling most respected when social workers
had a “soft, mindful, and judicious use of power” (p.36). Social workers who empathetically
acknowledged the fears and anger associated with having a child in the child welfare system had
positive helping relationships with parents. Providing information consistently and accurately
forged positive relationships between parents and social workers. Social workers who did not
jump to conclusions about parents in the child welfare system were perceived as respectful,
which led to honest and trusting relationships. Ribner and Knei-Paz’ study of female heads of
households (2002) found that mothers who were shown a “sense of equality within the working
relationship” (p. 383) had positive relationships with their social workers. They appreciated
being treated as people, and not as problems. Mason (2012) discovered that parents at risk of
having their children removed from their care had the best relationships with social workers who
actively listened to them and did not judge them. They felt respected and safe with workers who
took the time to have an “honest and respectful exchange” (p. 373) in communication and treated
them as adults. Parents who felt like workers “took account of my views” (p. 373) were more
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comfortable honestly disclosing the difficulties they were facing. Relationships between parents
and social workers that were open, honest, and contained trust led to more positive outcomes
(Mason, 2012).
Relating, Human to Human
Clients valued the personal connections they had with their social workers, and the
“mutual liking, trust, respect and honesty” that came with those connections (de Boer & Coady,
2007, p. 38). Clients appreciated being able to safely share their feelings with their social
workers and had special regard for those who cared enough to share tears with them during
difficult times (de Boer & Coady, 2007). Clients reported unique and deep connections with
social workers who motivated them to follow through with their responsibilities (Ribner & KneiPaz, 2002). Clients recognized successful outcomes with social workers who related to them as
human beings in a personal and authentic way (de Boer and Coady, 2007). They were willing to
share feelings and experiences with social workers who saw them as equals (Barker & Thomson,
2015). Many viewed their relationships with their social workers as friendships which led to
mutual trust and understanding between them (Kam, 2020; Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002). Social
workers who had a more “casual, informal, and humanistic interaction” with their clients were
thought to be humble and approachable (Kam, 2020, p. 783). A shared understanding of
problems and goals led to relationships between social workers and clients that fostered growth
(Mason, 2012). Clients valued social workers who walked alongside them through their
difficulties, and who worked actively with them as partners to overcome obstacles (Mason, 2012;
Kam, 2020; de Boer & Coady, 2007; Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002). In successful relationships,
clients perceived their social workers more as individuals, and less as representatives of the
agencies they worked for (Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002; Kam, 2020).
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Empowered and Invested
Clients felt empowered by social workers who had a sincere desire to help them succeed,
and who displayed passion and investment in them, “she was the one faithful voice in my
corner” (de Boer & Coady, 2007, p. 37). Social workers recognizing client strengths and their
potential was instrumental to client success (Kam, 2020; de Boer & Coady, 2007). Clients
appreciated social workers who reminded them of their value (de Boer & Coady, 2007) and
taught them to stand up for their rights (Kam, 2020). Clients who received support, both
emotional and practical, from their social workers felt empowered to achieve their goals (Mason,
2012; Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2007). Social workers who were willing to work beyond their work
hours when needed and stretch their professional boundaries were respected and appreciated by
their clients (Mason, 2012; Barker & Thomson, 2015; Kam, 2020; de Boer & Coady, 2007;
Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002). When clients saw social workers helping in ways that were above
and beyond regular social worker duties, they felt valued. Clients noted that social workers who
treated their job as a mission, rather than an obligation inspired them (Kam, 2020). Social
workers who followed through on promises, returned phone calls, and who were available when
needed were perceived by their clients as being invested in their success (Kam, 2020; de Boer &
Coady, 2007; Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002).
Kindness and Compassion
Social workers who empathized with their clients and were caring and humble were
valued by their clients (Kam, 2020). Clients who recognized their social workers to have heart
and compassion were comfortable with their social workers. Social workers who carried out
small practical actions that conveyed a sense of caring and genuine support demonstrated
nurturing and sensitivity to clients (Mason, 2012; Barker & Thomson, 2015; Ribner & Knei-Paz,
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2002). Social workers who had a “genuine interest” (Barker & Thomson, 2015, p. 139) in their
clients and demonstrated a “sincere desire to help” inspired hope in their clients (Ribner & KneiPaz, 2002, p. 384). Clients trusted social workers were calm and friendly and did not fear
judgment from them (Mason, 2012).
Comparing the Findings: Scholarly Personal Narrative (SPN) and Systematic Review (SR)
This study used the methodologies of both scholarly personal narrative and thematic
systematic review to answer the research question: what are the personal character traits of
social workers who empower clients and lead to successful outcomes? The personal character
traits of effective helpers identified through the scholarly personal narrative were unconditional
positive regard; walking alongside; belief in abilities to overcome; and compassion. The
personal character traits of effective social workers identified through the thematic systematic
review were respect/acceptance; relating human to human; empowering and invested; and kind
and compassionate. Although phrases and words used to identify the personal character traits of
effective helpers/social workers varied between methodologies and the studies examined, the
meanings were similar across methodologies. See Table 3 for a comparison of the findings
between the Scholarly Personal Narrative and the Thematic Systematic Review. A discussion of
the combined findings follows.
Table 3
Character Traits of Effective Helpers/Social Workers
Scholarly Personal Narrative Methodology

Thematic Systematic Review Methodology

Acceptance, Respectfulness, Value, No Judgment,
Unconditional Positive Regard

Respect/Acceptance

Walking Alongside, Working Together, Teaching
Practical Skills

Relating: Human to Human
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Hope & Belief for Better Future; Belief in Ability to
Overcome Present Circumstances

Empowering & Invested in Success

Kindness, Compassion, Peace, Calm

Kind & Compassionate

Unconditional Positive Regard (SPN) / Respect-Acceptance (SR)
The most frequently mentioned empowering quality that clients identified in their social
workers/helpers was respect. Through conveying acceptance, clients felt valued and understood
by their social workers/helpers. An absence of judgment for the situation the clients found
themselves in demonstrated unconditional positive regard for the client.
Walking Alongside (SPN)/ Relating Human to Human (SR)
Relating human to human was another social worker/helper quality frequently identified
by clients as being necessary for successful outcomes. Social workers/helpers who worked
alongside their clients, taught them practical skills, walked with them through their difficulties
were valued by their clients. Social workers/helpers who did not place themselves in a place of
power over their clients had successful working relationships with clients.
Belief in Abilities to Overcome (SPN) / Empowering and Invested (SR)
Another prevalent quality identified by clients in their social workers/helpers was
empowerment, and social workers/helpers being invested in client success. Having belief in
clients’ abilities to overcome their present circumstances and having hope for a better future was
perceived by clients as a valuable quality in their social workers/helpers. This quality inspired
clients to overcome their present circumstances and move forward with their lives.
Compassion (SPN)/ Kind and Compassionate (SR)
Lastly, social workers/helpers who demonstrated kindness and compassion for their
clients were cherished. Bringing a sense of peace and calmness to clients in times of distress was
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valued by clients. Clients expressed an appreciation for the honesty and sense of safety that were
delivered within the kindness and compassion of their social workers/helpers.
Strengths and Limitations
A strength of this study is the unique joining of two vastly different methodologies to
draw multifaceted conclusions about a specific topic. The scholarly personal narrative portion of
this study provides a rich front row perspective of phenomena from the researcher’s own
experience. The data are easily managed, coming from a single source. To complement this
singular perspective, the thematic systematic review provided a broader perspective of data, from
a variety of clients. The thematic systematic review also added a rigorous and structured process
in data analysis to add additional perspective to the singular view of the scholarly personal
narrative methodology.
Limitations of the scholarly personal narrative include findings based on one persons’
recollection of events; the subjective interpretation of the personal qualities of the defined
helpers; the emotionality of the research subject, who is also the sole researcher; the young age
of the subject at the time of the events; and the memory error that may be present from events
that took place over 50 years ago. Limitations of the thematic systematic review include the
limited number of studies available for review. Few studies were available from the client
perspective. Only five studies met the selection criteria, limiting the generalizability of the
overall findings. The studies were from a variety of social service settings, and each study was
conducted in a different geographical part of the world, also limiting generalizability. None of
the studies were conducted in the U.S. A sole researcher conducted the search, and because there
are a variety of terms used to describe personal qualities and characteristics of individuals, the
coding of qualities into themes is likely to be biased based on the interpretation of the researcher.
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Based on the extensive limitations of this dual methodology study, the findings are best used as a
means for suggesting further exploration on the character traits of social workers that empower
clients.
Discussion
Implications for Social Work
To summarize, the results of this research suggest that the most important ingredient in
the successful exchange between social worker and client is simple humanity delivered through
relationship. From the perspective of the researcher, and the clients in the studies selected for
review, this humanity must be infused with respect, relating human to human, empowerment,
and kindness. The distribution of goods, resources, knowledge, and support that clients seek in
social services must also be delivered in a blanket of grace for the gifts to be nourishing and
sustaining. As Barker and Thomson (2015) say “the exchange and acknowledgment of each
other’s humanity – is in itself the reciprocity that is paramount” (p. 141).
Because humanity takes time and personal investment, it often takes a backseat to
government regulations and satisfying the requirements of funders (Barker & Thomson, 2015;
Kam, 2020; Mason, 2012; de Boer & Coady, 2007; Ribner & Knei-Paz, 2002). As social work
continues to be pressed to legitimize its’ existence as a profession, it must not distance itself
from the practical humanity and meaningful relationships that are shown to be what clients need
from social workers to be successful. Kam (2020) says that the profession of social work should
“remind and encourage social workers to put aside their professional authority, learn to share
power with services users and increase their willingness to play the role of an ally” (p. 789).
Both the service sector and higher education institutions should work towards developing a
workforce that practices preserving humanity in our interactions with clients.
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Implications for Social Work Education
The findings from this study suggests that the personal development of social work
students is as important as the knowledge and skills acquired through academic and practice
learning. Beyond learning basic engagement skills, social work students do not spend a great
deal of time developing strengths and skills in how to honor clients and walk alongside them in
their times of need. It has been assumed that social work students entering social work programs
already possess the personal relational qualities needed to form engaged and empowering
relationships with future clients. This assumption may not always be accurate. While students
may possess the heart and capacity to carry out the mission of social work, they may need
practical assistance in the development of the personal character traits needed to be effective
social workers. Students enter social work programs from a variety of backgrounds and life
experiences. Some carry with them a history of trauma and out of necessity, have developed
survivalist instincts that may conflict with a collective understanding of caring for others in need.
Some may need assistance in the transformation from survivors to supporters. Social work higher
education programs can be instrumental in providing this assistance through focused instruction
in personal development and genuine investment in students by instructors.
Hooks (1994) talks about engaged pedagogy being “an aspect of our vocation that is
sacred … not merely to share information but to share in the intellectual and spiritual growth of
our students. To teach in a manner that respects and cares for the souls of our students is
essential” (p. 13). Bain (2004) adds that the best teachers have faith in their students’ ability to
achieve and form a mutual respect with their students. To inspire student success, the
empowering relationship between helper and client identified in this study should be replicated
in social work higher education programs between professors and students. Social work
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professors should build strong relationships with students that demonstrate respect, value, and
acceptance (Hooks, 1994). Professors should walk alongside students in the personal
development of humanity, without judgment, when students find themselves lacking skills in this
area. Professors should empower students, express belief in their capacity for growth and
achievement, and be invested in their success. Lastly, these academic gifts should be delivered in
a spirit of kindness and compassion.
Implications for Social Work Research
This study has revealed a gap in the research regarding studies that focus on the
empowering qualities of social workers. Most existing studies are conducted from the social
worker’s perspective of client/helper relationships. Few studies have been conducted on the
client’s perspective of the desired personal qualities of social workers that empower them to be
successful. Additional research that includes client voices and perspective is needed.
In addition, more studies combining scholarly personal narrative methodology and other forms
of research methodology are suggested. Using combined methodology to compare and contrast
personal experiences with the experiences of others as recorded in the literature may make
research more appealing for students and others who have not previously been attracted to
conducting research. Combined methodology also adds depth and a multifaceted perspective to
the topic being explored.
Conclusion
Nash (2004) says that a person can never really be outside their own writing. This is also
true with researchers. Each researcher brings elements of themselves and their own curiosities
into their exploration of important topics. Then, in a systematic and orderly fashion, researchers
carefully attempt to extract themselves and their own beliefs to escape bias. Using scholarly
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personal narrative, this researcher has knowingly and purposefully remained at the heart of this
research to draw conclusions about my family’s experiences with hunger, and the personal
qualities of the helpers who empowered us to survive. I have allowed my voice and emotions to
go unchecked to extract meaning and depth from my experiences. Then, using broader
documented knowledge gained through thematic systemic review, I have compared my own
voice with client voices in the literature for a deeper understanding of the personal character
traits of social workers who inspire clients. From this, I have answered the research question:
what are the personal character traits of social workers who empower clients and lead to
successful outcomes? The answer is: social workers who demonstrate respect/acceptance for
clients, who relate to clients human to human, who are empowering and invested in the success
of their clients, and who bring these things in a spirit of kindness and compassion empower
clients and lead to successful outcomes.
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Abstract
One in six adults has experienced four or more adverse childhood experiences resulting in
trauma that negatively impacts their adult lives. Since social work students of all education levels
will work with clients who are survivors of childhood trauma, social work education programs
should prepare all students for work in trauma recovery. This teaching note describes activities
that teach baccalaureate students in a field seminar course about the elements of healing and
resiliency. Through a guided process of discovery, students examine the experiences of others in
healing from trauma, as depicted in the literature, as well as examine their own personal
experiences with adverse circumstances to find common ways that individuals heal from
traumatic events. Students often discover the following elements of healing and resiliency
through these activities: a) spirituality/belief in a higher power; b) values and rituals of culture;
c) family support; d) community support; e) fellowship with others who have experienced
similar trauma; and f) providing support and help to others, even while experiencing hurt
themselves. Using these elements of healing and resiliency, students create an assessment tool to
measure for the presence of the elements of healing and resiliency in the lives of the clients they
are serving in their field placements, and then assist clients in incorporating the elements of
healing and resiliency into their daily lives. Students also incorporate the elements of healing and
resiliency into their own self-care plans to help them stay well while serving others.
Keywords: healing, resiliency, trauma, field seminar, social work
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Teaching BSW Students about the Elements of Healing and Resiliency
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), one in six adults has
experienced four or more adverse childhood experiences (ACES) resulting in trauma (CDC,
2019). When experiencing trauma in childhood, normal development is disrupted and can lead to
physical, emotional, and psychological problems in adulthood. ACES have also been linked to
chronic health problems, substance abuse, and mental illness (CDC, 2019). With the high
prevalence of people who have experienced adverse events in their childhood, social work
students will find themselves working with clients who are survivors of childhood trauma.
Social work education programs should educate and prepare students for working with clients
such as these (Cunningham, 2004; Strand et al, 2014). Incorporating trauma pedagogy into core
curriculum, assignments, practice, reflective writing, and field placement in BSW programs will
prepare students for this important work (Branson et al., 2019).
Social workers and social work students are not immune to having experienced childhood
trauma. In a study conducted by Branson et al. (2019), social work students were found to have
higher scores on the ACES scale than students from other disciplines. Students are often drawn
to the profession of social work because of negative life experiences and trauma experienced in
their own childhoods (Branson et al., 2019; Goldberg et al., 2015; Daniel, 2011). They enter
social work education programs in hopes of helping others avoid what they experienced, as well
as to contribute to their own recovery through the process of helping others (Tassie, 2015;
Branson et al., 2019).
This teaching note describes a strategy to help students learn how to utilize the common
elements of healing and resiliency to assist in the recovery of clients who have experienced
trauma. The learning activities described have a two-fold purpose. The first is to teach students
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how to incorporate the elements of healing and resiliency into their practice with clients. The
second is to help students use the elements of healing and resiliency to aid in their own resiliency
and well-being. The activities offered in this teaching note are suggested for baccalaureate social
work students in field seminar classes who are simultaneously in field placements.
Recovering from Adverse Childhood Experiences
ACES are traumatic events experienced in childhood that may affect normal
development. They can include violence, abuse, neglect, the death of family members by suicide,
growing up with someone who has mental illness or substance abuse, as well as other events.
The consequences of childhood trauma have the potential to disrupt many aspects of life,
including the “biological, emotional, psychological, educational, social, and spiritual domains”
(Branson et al., 2019, p. 339). Recovery from childhood trauma can be difficult. Some trauma
survivors turn to coping mechanisms that are harmful to them, including substance use, smoking,
using alcohol, and other addictions (Branson et al., 2019). Others turn to more positive ways of
addressing their trauma and seek professional services, such as therapy and clinical social work
to help them process their past experiences. When individuals reconcile their pasts and move
forward, the strength they gain from overcoming adversity and building resiliency can be
powerful (Branson et al., 2019; Kim & Bolton, 2013). Tassie (2015) describes resilience as “the
dynamic ability to adapt and cope with adversity” (p. 192). Gaining resilience not only helps
people recover from past trauma but strengthens their ability to cope with current and future
stressors (Nurius, 2016; Branson et al., 2019). Building resiliency is a part of recovery.
Social workers and students preparing to be social workers need to reconcile their own
pasts and build resiliency before helping others professionally. In a study by Straussner et al.
(2018), 40% of social workers experienced mental health issues before becoming social workers,
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and mental health issues among practicing social workers appears to be higher than the general
population (Holley et al., 2020). In addition, 50% of students in social work education programs
are diagnosed with depression, and 46% of students are diagnosed with moderate to severe
anxiety (Holley et al., 2020; Vungkanching et al., 2016). These numbers are likely conservative,
as social work students do not want to report having mental health issues, fearing discrimination,
and wanting to avoid shame (Holley et al., 2020). Having experienced adverse circumstances,
trauma, or mental illness does not mean that students are unfit for practice (Goldberg et al.,
2015). Social work students who have experienced childhood trauma, and who have worked to
process it, can be powerful service providers to clients who are in their own process of recovery.
Their insight into the healing process is beneficial because they have the unique perspective of
having received help themselves (Newcomb et al., 2017; Goldberg et al., 2015) and can serve as
role models for others who have suffered the same traumas.
To prepare students for practice with clients who have experienced trauma, social work
higher education programs must thoughtfully incorporate trauma content into social work
curriculum (Cunningham, 2004; Strand et al., 2014; McKenzie-Mohr, 2004). Branson et al.
(2019) suggests that helping students become familiar with trauma issues can be done by
introducing the topic into multiple courses at the baccalaureate level. Making sure that students
are also taught about the importance of self-care and resiliency will help them stay well in
practice (Branson et al., 2019; Nurius et al., 2016; Shannon et al., 2014; Straussner et al., 2018;
Newcomb et al., 2017). With social work programs making conscious efforts to teach students
about trauma and resiliency, students will feel supported, and those who have experienced
adversity themselves can openly address any feelings about their own traumatic experiences
prior to entering practice.
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If students have not resolved their trauma, they are vulnerable to violating professional
boundaries, identifying too closely with clients, and other ethical issues (Branson et al., 2019;
Goldberg et al., 2015). The NASW Code of Ethics (2017) requires that social workers provide
competent service to clients, protect them from harm, and not be impaired when practicing social
work. Social work education programs should have mechanisms in place that are able to
differentiate students who have experienced trauma who are not ready to practice, from those
who have progressed enough in their recovery to contribute to the healing of clients (Holley et
al., 2020). Social work programs and agency employers have the responsibility to make sure that
clients will not be harmed by students who are not stable enough for practice, and at times,
students should be counseled out of social work education programs if they are unfit to practice
(Zerubavel & Wright, 2012; Holley et al., 2020).
Tools for Recovery: The Elements of Healing and Resiliency
Relational-Cultural Theory
Relational-Cultural Theory, as introduced by Judith Jordan (2017), provides the base for
understanding how social workers, and social work students, can contribute to helping clients
recover from trauma and build resiliency for the future. Relational-Cultural Theory recognizes
interpersonal connections as a necessary part of human development, as well as the importance
of mutual empathy as a necessary factor in healing. Relational-Cultural Theory proposes that
giving voice to people who have been marginalized or oppressed, can help them grow in
courage, confidence, and strength through connection (Jordan, 2001). Jordan (2017) states that
connection with others increases our power and enables us to take action to move forward past
oppression. The principles of Relational-Cultural Theory can also be applied to people who have
lost their voices through trauma. Just as marginalization and oppression can paralyze people and
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take away their power, so can traumatic events paralyze people’s abilities to recover and move
forward. People who experience trauma often feel shame for having adverse childhoods, as well
as shame for having mental health issues resulting from the trauma. Personal power is regained
through empathetic relationships with others, enabling people to move forward past their
oppression, or traumatic events (Judith, 2017). Relational-Cultural Theory can be used to
understand the important role of relationship and connection between social workers and clients
for successful outcomes. It can also be used to inform social workers what clients need in their
lives for success in healing.
The Elements of Healing and Resiliency
In spite of our diversity, human beings are alike in that we all experience trauma at some
point in our lives. Even though the nature and severity of wounds may differ across culture, time,
and geography, all human beings share the need for healing after loss and pain. Another
commonality shared by all human beings is the way in which we recovery from trauma and build
resiliency. Some of the more common elements of healing are: a) spirituality/belief in a higher
power; b) values and rituals of culture; c) family support; d) community support; e) fellowship
with others who have experienced similar trauma; and f) providing support and help to others,
even while experiencing hurt themselves (Bagilishya, 2000; Day et al., 2017; Doohan &
Saveman, 2014; Liu & Mishna, 2014; Ruch & Woodley, 2015; Tan, 2006; Zeenatkhanu et al.,
n.d.). Knowing the elements of healing and resiliency can inform social work practice with
people who have experienced trauma. Interventions can be planned that assist clients in building
up support through faith, culture, family, community, and through helping others. Social workers
can use skills in case management and advocacy to assist clients in making important
interpersonal connections to reduce isolation and receive support from their environments.
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Engaging Students in the Learning Process
Field Seminar
At times, the transition from classroom learning to field experience is difficult for
students and they may struggle to build a bridge between what they have learned in academics to
actual work in the field (Bain, 2004). The activities described in this teaching note can be used to
assist students in bringing learning directly from the classroom to the field. Field seminar
courses, offered as a companion to field placements, offer support to students as they make the
transition from learners in the classroom to facilitators of change in the field. They also offer a
safe place for honest reflection and critical thinking, as students process what they are
experiencing in their field placements. Field seminar courses were selected as the setting for the
activities in this teaching note because students can apply the elements of healing and resiliency
directly to their work with clients, while receiving the support of their field seminar instructor
and their peers.
The Learning Process
To help students learn important concepts about healing, it is important that they be
engaged in a learning process that will help them consider these ideas in a deep and meaningful
way. Bain (2004) suggests that educators create a learning environment for students where
natural critical learning can thrive, where students are encouraged to “compare, apply, evaluate,
analyze, and synthesize, but never only to listen and remember” (p. 102). Simply providing
students with a list of the elements of healing will not engage them with the information in a way
that will resonate with using them in future practice. Concepts of social work must speak
personally to students before they come to rest as a foundation of practice. Rigoni (2002) states
“teachers cannot make students see things; students need to learn to see things on their own. The
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role of teachers is not to teach, but to guide by creating relevant learning experiences” (p. 48).
The activities described in this teaching note place students in the role of researcher seeking
answers through information gathering, including using their own personal experiences as one of
the data sources. Deresiewicz (2014) describes this type of learning as “thinking about yourself
and the world at the same time, thinking and feeling at the same time, and instead of seeing
things as separate parts, you see them as a whole” (p. 180).
Activities for Teaching the Elements of Healing and Resiliency
Learning Activity #1: Students read 3 journal articles about tragedies people have experienced
(see Table 1 for samples of readings). Students write a one-page summary of each article,
including naming the traumatic event depicted in the article, the victims/survivors of the tragedy,
the geographical location of the traumatic event, the year the event occurred, and 3-5 things that
helped the survivors recover from the tragedy.
Learning Goal: Students see that people recover from traumatic events through incorporating
the elements of healing and resiliency into their lives.
Learning Outcomes: Students gain perspective about the traumatic experiences of people across
the globe and discover how they have healed from trauma. Students recognize that despite
differences in culture, time, or location, there are commonalities in how people recover from
traumatic events.
Learning Activity #2: Students reflect on a time when they faced adverse circumstances or
trauma. Students write a 3 page reflection paper describing the event that occurred, their age
when the trauma occurred, and 3-5 things that helped them recover from the trauma. If students
are not comfortable describing their own experience, they may choose to interview a family
member about their experience with an adverse circumstance.

AGENTS OF HEALING AND INSPIRATION

106

Learning Goal: Students recognize themselves as part of humanity with the same capacity to
hurt and heal as others. Students recognize themselves as recovering from adverse circumstances
and building resiliency in the same ways as others.
Learning Outcomes: Students recognize their own methods of healing from personal adverse
circumstances. Students recognize the commonalities between what helped others heal from
trauma (as discovered in Learning Activity #1) and what has helped students in their own
recovery.

Learning Activity #3: During class, students meet in small groups of 3-4 to share and discuss
the elements of healing and resiliency they discovered through activities #1 and #2. Students
compare and contrast their findings within the group. The small groups identify the five most
common elements of healing within their collective findings. Students report their findings as
small groups, to the larger class. Collectively, in the larger class, students draw conclusions
about the elements needed for healing from trauma and tragedy, discuss the benefits of knowing
this information, and reflect how this information can be used in practice with clients.
Learning Goal: Students recognize the universal ways that people recover from trauma, and
recognize the broad scope of the phenomena through evidence.
Learning Outcomes: Students recognize that there are common ways that people heal from
trauma and build resiliency. Students consider how this information can be used in practice with
clients.

Learning Activity #4: Students create a tool to use with clients to assess for the presence of the
elements of healing and resiliency. Students use the tool with two clients in their field placement.

AGENTS OF HEALING AND INSPIRATION

107

Learning Goal: Students are confident in their ability to see the presence or absence of the
elements of healing and resilience in clients’ lives.
Learning Outcomes: Students recognize the presence or absence of the elements of healing in
client’s lives. Students know how to talk about the elements of healing and resiliency with clients
and collect assessment data. Students devise strategies for helping clients add the elements of
healing and resiliency into their lives.

Learning Activity #5: Students use skills in case management and advocacy to help two clients
in their field placement implement the elements of healing and resiliency into their daily lives.
Learning Goal: Students see a role for themselves in helping clients heal from trauma and feel
confident in using the elements of healing and resiliency to facilitate healing in clients.
Learning Outcomes: Students practically apply their knowledge in the elements of healing and
resiliency to case work with clients. Students recognize how social work skills of case
management and advocacy can be utilized to build resiliency in clients’ lives.

Learning Activity #6: Students construct a self-care plan that includes the elements of healing
and resiliency.
Learning Goal: Students recognize the personal impact on themselves in helping clients heal
from trauma and find themselves worthy of a carefully constructed self-care plan that will build
resiliency.
Learning Outcomes: Students recognize the value of the healing elements and resiliency and
assess their own lives for the presence of these factors. Students develop a plan for including
these elements in their own lives to keep them resilient while professionally caring for others.
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Learning Activity #7: Students write a 5-7 page reflection paper discussing what they have
learned about the importance of the elements of healing and resiliency. Students discuss their
experience of using this knowledge with clients in their field placement, and their experience of
using this knowledge in the development of their self-care plans. Students discuss how they will
incorporate the elements of healing and resiliency into their future social work practice.
Learning Goal: Students recognize their efforts of learning something new, relating it to their
own experiences, carrying it into their practice with clients, and utilizing it to keep themselves
resilient. Students envision being able to do this with new knowledge they may acquire in the
future.
Learning Outcomes: Students use self-reflection to think about what they have learned about
the elements of healing and the process they used to do so. Students imagine answering other
important questions using the same process. Students use new information to apply to social
work practice.
Table 1
Journal Articles Depicting Recovery Using Elements of Healing and Resiliency
Article

Overview of Traumatic Event

Bagilishya, D. (2000). Mourning and recovery from
trauma: In Rwanda, tears flow within. Transcultural
Psychiatry, 37(3), 337-353.

In 1994, thousands of parents in Rwanda experienced
the genocide of their children by their own
government. Many of the children’s bodies were never
found. Parents describe their recovery process.

Day, K.W., Lawson, G., & Burge, P. (2017).
Clinicians’ experiences of shared trauma after the
shootings at Virginia Tech. Journal of Counseling &
Development, 95, 269-278.

In 2007, a gunman opened fire on a college campus in
Virginia, causing mass casualties. Mental health
clinicians share their experiences in helping people
recover from the tragedy.

Doohan, I., & Saveman, B. (2014). Impact on life after
a major bus crash-a qualitative study of survivors’
experiences. Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences,
28, 155-163.

In 2007 in Sweden, two buses collided head on
resulting in mass casualties. Survivors of the crash
share how they healed from the tragedy.
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Liu, C.J., & Mishna, F. (2014). Resilience in a cultural
context: Taiwanese female earthquake survivors.
Qualitative Social Work, 13(2), 288-303.

In 1999, a major earthquake hit Taiwan, killing 2474
people and injuring 11,305. Women survivors share
their experiences with losing family members, homes,
and jobs while remaining resilient.

Ruch III, S., & Woodley, M. (2015). Healing the
horrors of Boko Haram. Leadership Journal.Net,
Spring, 45-48.

In 2015, the terrorist group Boko Haram, murdered
over 2000 villagers in northeast Nigeria leaving many
children orphaned. The recovery of the children from
this tragedy is reviewed.

Tan, P.P. (2006). Survivors of the killing fields:
Spirituality and religious faith as protective factors
against the impact of trauma. Arete, 30(1), 112-123.

In the 1970’s, Cambodian citizens suffered brutal
attacks by their own government, resulting in
malnutrition, disease, torture, and prison camps.
Children were drafted into the Khmer Rouge army to
spy on their families and communities. Survivors share
how they endured the tragedies.

Zeenatkhanu, K., Drummond, J., & Cameron, B. (n.d.).
Resilience in Afghan children and their families: A
review. Paediatric Nursing, 19(2), 30-33.

In the aftermath of two decades of war, poverty, and
natural disasters in the early 2000’s in Afghanistan,
Afghan children and their families recovered from
injuries, bombings, murders of family members and
forced migration to emerge resilient.

Discussion
This teaching note describes one approach to teaching students about the elements of
healing and resiliency, using research, analysis, group processing, critical thinking, application,
and reflection. Through comparing their own experiences in recovering from adverse
circumstances with other individuals’ experiences in recovering from tragedy from the literature,
students place themselves, as professionals, within humanity. Then, by using the information
they have learned, and immediately applying it to their work with clients in their field placement,
they are able to translate research into practice and process their experiences in their field
seminar course. Lastly, using the same information, they incorporate what they have learned into
their own self care plans, seeing another way in which the acquired knowledge can be utilized.
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This multi-faceted approach to learning and utilizing new information can prepare students for
integrating new knowledge into their practice with clients throughout their careers.
These activities are well suited for a baccalaureate field seminar course, where students
have the opportunity to apply the elements of healing and resiliency to their work with clients in
their field placements, transferring the knowledge they have learned directly to practice. The
knowledge and skills learned will not only be beneficial in work with clients but will also be
beneficial for building students’ personal resiliency to prepare them for working with clients who
have experienced trauma.
Students who have experienced trauma themselves may experience strong emotions when
asked to reflect on their own experiences with adversity, especially when simultaneously
experiencing the transitional stress that emerges when students leave classrooms to enter field
placements. Field seminar instructors should watch for signs of emotional turmoil in students
when progressing through the self-reflective part of these activities. While this may be
considered a limitation, it is also an opportunity to assist students in devising self-care plans and
other strategies that will support them as they enter the field of practice. Daniel (2011) proposes
that when coursework can incorporate reflection on the past traumatic experiences of students,
students can experience professional growth and build competence.
Implications for Social Work Education
This teaching note reminds social work programs of the importance of incorporating
knowledge of trauma and trauma recovery throughout baccalaureate curriculum to teach students
how to help clients recover, as well as to build their own resiliency. It also emphasizes the
importance of acknowledging that a significant number of social work students are in their own
processes of recovery from trauma and should be supported by their education programs.
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Formalized processes of gatekeeping, to ensure that students are psychologically fit for the
service of others through social work are recommended, for the safety of clients and students
themselves.
Implications for Practice
Assisting students in developing the knowledge and skills necessary to assist clients in
their recovery from adverse experiences will result in positive outcomes for clients. Preparing
students to assist clients in building their resiliency through connections with their spirituality,
families, communities, cultural values, and by giving to others will not only help clients in their
recovery but also prepare students with resiliency for future social work practice.
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